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This master’s thesis covers gender in Zambian politics by focusing on Zambian female councillors’ 
possibilities to participate in decision-making. The research question is “What is the significance of gender 
in Zambian politics?” and the subquestions are “What kind of attitudes towards women’s political 
participation predominate in Zambia?” and “What resources affect women’s political participation in 
Zambia?”  
 
The topic is discussed by means of the theoretical concepts state, citizenship, and gender. Interviews of 
eleven Zambian female councillors are the main data for this thesis. Ethnographical findings from Zambia 
supplement the interviews. The data is scrutinized by means of an ethnographic analysis. 
 
The main outcome of the research is that gender is very significant in Zambian politics but its influence 
can be both negative and positive depending on the context. Gender plays a more crucial role in the 
beginning of female politicians’ careers and in becoming a politician but later on the significance of gender 
decreases. For example, gaining support from one’s family for the idea of becoming a politician can be 
difficult for Zambian women but later, when women are already politicians, people are more likely to start 
supporting them.  
 
Attitudes and resources are the main factors that influence women’s political participation. Change is 
happening in attitudes towards women's political participation in Zambia, but there are still people who 
think that politics is only for men. In Zambia, attitudes supporting traditional roles where the private sphere 
is for women and the public sphere is for men, still remain. On the other hand, there are people who are 
very supportive towards women’s political participation and only vote for women in elections. Gender is 
significant with regards to resources too. For instance, men are generally in a more privileged position vis-
à-vis financial resources and education compared to women, and this hinders women’s possibilities for 
political participation in Zambia.  
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1. Introduction 
 

All over the world there are struggles for women’s equal rights to participate in politics. In 

addition to being an intense political argument, the demand for women’s equal rights for 

political participation has also been theorized. This demand has been a theoretical argument 

since the eighteenth century. The central reasoning both in the early and contemporary theories 

is that gender difference should not be a legitimate reason for political exclusion. (Disch & 

Hawkesworth 2016, 1–2.) Zambia is an example of a context where women do not have the 

same possibilities to participate in politics as men and where the fight for women’s rights 

continues. 

Women are gaining more and more political leverage in Zambia, but a lot remains to be done in 

this developing democracy in order to improve women’s political participation and gender 

equality. The topic is important because gender equality cannot be highlighted or studied too 

much since it furthers a fairer world to all. Studying this theme also improves the possibilities 

to make the most of what women have to give to the society that can be much more than what 

it is today. Researching women’s possibilities to political participation in Zambia is important 

because there the participation of women is on a low level. This research is significant in finding 

means and objectives for promoting gender equality in Zambia and it is a way to make the voice 

of women, often overshadowed by men, heard. 

In this research I study Zambian politics on a local level by focusing on Zambian female 

councillors – their position and especially their own experiences about it. However, local politics 

and councillors also serve as a window to politics and gender in a wider sense in the Zambian 

society. The general situation in the country consists of the circumstances on the local level, and 

the national and local level politics are interconnected. 

In general, councillors in Zambia are close with their communities and know well what is going 

on in the community. Additionally, they participate in the everyday lives of the people and help 

them with their private problems. That is to say, councillors are not only politicians and decision-

makers but also experts on the current situation in life of ordinary people. This wide role of 

Zambian councillors makes them a fascinating research subject.  

Officially, in Zambia a councillor is an elected member of a council (Constitution of Zambia 

2016, 105). Councillors are representatives of the residents and work in the legislative wing of 

the council. Individual councils are the key responsible authority for amongst others the 

establishment and maintenance of roads, bridges, street lighting, public transport services, fire-
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fighting, cemeteries, museums, and libraries as well as for water, drain, and dispose services. 

Additionally, the councils share responsibility with other stakeholders for instance for 

establishing and maintaining schools, colleges, day nurseries, postal services, and social 

facilities. Education and health, in turn, are the responsibility of the national government. 

(Zambia Country Profile 2017–18, 280, 282.)  

Currently in Zambia 18.8% of the members of parliament are female (National Assembly of 

Zambia 2018). To put it in perspective, the worldwide average of women in national parliaments 

is 23.8%, but the number in percentage varies a lot in different regions. In the Nordic countries 

the number of women is 41.4%, while in the Pacific the number is only 15.6%. (Inter-

Parliamentary Union, 2018.) Of course, the number of women does not paint the full picture 

since there can be politicians without de facto possibilities to participate and to get their voice 

heard, but the percentages can at least give an indication about the current situation. In Zambia 

the share of female councillors is on an even lower level than women’s representation in the 

National Parliament (Ministry of Gender-Zambia 2018, 1). This gives one more reason why it 

is important to study gender in Zambian politics especially on the local level and among female 

councillors. 

Following the election in 2016 there was a slight increase in the number of female elected 

councillors with a representation of 9% of the total number. In the 2011 elections 7% of the 

councillors were women. (Ministry of Gender-Zambia 2018, 1.) However, women’s 

participation on the local government level in Zambia is one of the lowest in the South African 

Development Community (SADC) (ibid. 18). Fortunately, a lot has been done to improve 

women’s political participation. For example, the Ministry of Gender works with gender 

equality issues and one recent step towards gender equality was the launching of the National 

Strategy on Ending Child Marriage in 2016 (Ministry of Gender-Zambia 2016). The Ministry 

of Gender emphasizes that gender equality and women’s participation in decision-making are 

crucial indicators of democracy (Ministry of Gender-Zambia 2018, 18). Other stakeholders in 

this work to achieve equality include non-governmental organisations. 

I have implemented this master’s thesis in co-operation with the organisations Political Parties 

of Finland for Democracy (Demo Finland) and Zambia National Women’s Lobby (ZNWL). I 

was an intern at Demo Finland in 2017, which further increased my interest in gender in politics 

and gave me the opportunity to do my master’s thesis in collaboration with the organisation. 

The organisations present themselves in the following way:  

”Demo Finland is a co-operative organisation of Finnish parliamentary parties. It seeks to 
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enhance democracy by carrying out and facilitating collaborative projects between Finnish 

political parties and political movements in new and developing democracies. Demo Finland is 

not ideologically, religiously or politically tied to any particular movement. Demo Finland is a 

leading expert organisation on democracy support in Finland.” (Demo Finland 2018.) 

”The Zambia National Women’s Lobby (ZNWL) is a non-partisan, non-profit making and 

membership driven non-governmental organisation committed to the equal representation and 

participation of women in decision making at all levels.” ”The mandate of Zambia National 

Women’s Lobby is to promote the representation and participation of women at all levels of 

decision making through advocacy, lobbying and capacity building of women in order to enable 

them influence decisions on development issues.” (Zambia National Women’s Lobby 2017.) 

This master’s thesis is part of the baseline study of the project of Demo Finland and ZNWL 

entitled “Empowering Women for Effective Participation in Politics”, which began in 2018. A 

baseline study is an analysis of the situation in the beginning of a project by means of which it 

is possible to measure the progress of the project by comparing situations later in the project 

with the situation in the beginning. The project of Demo Finland and ZNWL is presented as 

follows: “The aim of the programme is to increase capacities and leadership skills of 

women councillors and aspiring candidates. Political parties are trained in inclusion of women 

and supported in implementation of equality plans. The status of women is increased in local 

communities by raising awareness on gender equality.” 

Demo Finland has worked in cooperation with ZNWL since 2013 to strengthen the political 

participation of women in Zambia (Demo Finland 2018). In the beginning of the new four-year 

programme “Empowering Women for Effective Participation in Politics”, research was taken 

as one part of monitoring the effects of the programme. This master’s thesis is part of the 

research and among other things answers to the baseline study’s indicator “Assessment of how 

women involved in politics feel that they are able to take part in decision-making processes 

within their political parties”. An indicator is a measurable characteristic which helps in 

following the progress of a specific outcome in a project. 

However, this thesis does not only seek to reflect the said indicator of the baseline study. In 

addition to the political parties, I study Zambian female councillors’ possibilities to participate 

in decision-making in general, not just within their political parties. This includes for example 

decision-making in the local councils. To that end, I made a separate document, which reflects 

the above-mentioned indicator while this master’s thesis covers the theme “Gender in Zambian 

Politics” from a wider point of view. Nevertheless, being involved in the implementation of the 
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baseline study is the main reason why I conducted my master’s thesis on this topic.  

The main research question of this master’s thesis is: 

 “What is the significance of gender in Zambian politics?” 

and the subquestions are: 

“What kind of attitudes towards women’s political participation predominate in Zambia?” and 

“What resources affect women’s political participation in Zambia?” 

I study the questions by finding out Zambian women councillors’ experiences about their 

possibilities to participate in decision-making processes. The main data for this study are 

interviews of Zambian women councillors, which are supported by ethnographical findings. I 

scrutinize the data by means of an ethnographic analysis.  

In the next part of this thesis I introduce the country profile of Zambia in order to give an 

overview, which helps to understand the context. Presenting the concepts and theory, which are 

the analytic tools for analysing the data, follows that. The theoretical concepts of this thesis are 

state, citizenship, and gender. Thereafter I write more about the data and methods – ethnography 

with a special focus on the interviews. Next comes the analysis and finally, the conclusion. In 

the end is the bibliography as well as the appendix. 
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2. The Context of the Research: Zambia 
 

This literature review starts by presenting general information about Zambia. This is followed 

by features of the Zambian political and electoral system, which serve as background 

information for the topic of this thesis. The second part focuses on the political parties of 

Zambia. The section next in line covers gender in Zambian politics, commencing with the 

challenges that Zambian women face in their political participation. Fortunately, there have been 

also enabling circumstances for women’s participation in politics, which will be discussed in 

the next part of the literature review. Finally, corruption is a problem in Zambian politics, and 

this will be covered in the end of this chapter. 

Zambia is a country in southern Africa that became independent in the year 1964 when it gained 

sovereignty from the United Kingdom (Gewald, Hinfelaar & Macola 2008, 2). Zambia is a lower 

middle income country and about 54% of its population live below the poverty line (World Bank 

2019). Rural areas have a higher level of poverty than urban areas although urban areas have 

large poor slums (BTI Country Report 2018, 17). 25% of people living in the urban areas have 

access to electricity and in the rural areas the number is just 3%. About a fifth of Zambians use 

the Internet. (EU Election Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 24.) Zambia is one of the least 

developed African countries with a life expectancy of 60 years (BTI Country Report 2018, 3). 

The population of Zambia in 2017 was approximately 17 million (World Bank 2019). The 

official language of Zambia is English. Other recognized languages are Bemba, Kaonde, Lozi, 

Lunda, Luvale, Nyanja, and Tonga (Zambia Country Profile 2017–18, 279). In total there are 

over 70 spoken languages in Zambia (FODEP & UNZA-PAS 2011, 9). Zambia is defined as a 

secular country and there is no serious religion-based discrimination (BTI Country Report 2018, 

8). However, the Catholic Church is influential in the whole country. Historically, trade unions 

have been crucial in campaigning against colonial rule and dominance of politics by one single 

party. (Ibid. 15.) Zambia is a member of the African Union (AU) and the South African 

Development Community (SADC) (ibid. 35). 

The child marriage rate in Zambia is one of the highest in the world. In 2016, 42% of women 

aged between 20 and 24 years had been married by the age of 18. The variation between regions 

is high: in Lusaka Province the share was 28% and in the Eastern Province 60%. (Ministry of 

Gender-Zambia 2018, 10.) On the other hand, the number of child marriages has decreased 

notably after a 2016 national action plan to eliminate early marriage, which has influenced local 

laws that permitted it. Problems that Zambia has not been able to get rid of despite laws 
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prohibiting them are child labour, labour exploitation, and human trafficking. (Freedom in the 

World 2019.) 

The Zambian Constitution officially guarantees equal civil and political rights to all (FODEP & 

UNZA-PAS 2011, 19). Women got the right to vote and to stand as a candidate in elections in 

1962 (Inter-Parliamentary Union, Women’s suffrage). Officially, there is freedom of press, but 

in practice it is restricted and for example journalists can arbitrarily be taken to court. In addition, 

the government controls access to opposition websites. (Freedom in the World 2019.) 

 

 

 

2.1 The Political System 
 

In 1991, in Zambia there was a peaceful transition from a one-party system to multi-party 

democracy. However, in practice there was just one party that led the country from 1991 to 

2011. (FODEP & UNZA-PAS 2011, 1.) The Zambian political system is based on a tripartite 

system of powers – the executive (cabinet), legislature (parliament) and judiciary (Courts of 

Law). The people elect the president and the members of parliament. (Zambia Development 

Agency 2015.) 

According to the Afrobarometer 2019, most Africans support democracy, and Zambia is one of 

the countries where the will towards democracy is one of the highest in Africa. With a support 

of 81%, Zambians reach the third highest place in the support for democracy out of the 34 

African countries included in the research. 92% of Zambians reject military rule, which is the 

highest percentage of the researched countries. (Afrobarometer 2019, 6–8.) In addition, in 

Zambia people want more democracy than they feel they are getting (ibid. 19). 

Thus, in Zambia the strong general opinion is that the state should remain democratic and there 

are no openly anti-democratic actors (BTI Country Report 2018, 16, 32). The Zambian military 

has never been in power and Zambia has at no time gone through a civil war or significant ethnic 

conflict (ibid. 14, 27). However, the latest elections as well as the space for freedom of speech 

and assembly indicate that the state of democracy in Zambia is fragile (ibid. 31–32). 

Additionally, the most important democratic institutions suffer from a lack of funding, which 

weakens their possibilities to perform their responsibilities properly and the constitution would 

need a thoroughgoing reform in order to reinforce democracy (ibid. 12, 37). 
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In Zambia decisions are made at the national and local level. At the national level, members of 

parliament work in the National Assembly. Members of parliament are elected for five years at 

a time. The president, who is the head of the state and the government, can be elected for a 

maximum of two consecutive periods of five years. (Zambia Country Profile 2017–18, 279.) 

People who are at least eighteen years old can register as voters and vote in secret ballot elections 

(Constitution of Zambia 2016, 16). The incumbent president is Edgar Lungu from the party 

Patriotic Front (PF) (BTI Country Report 2018, 4). The vice-president of Zambia is Inonge 

Wina, who is the first female vice-president in the history of the country, and she remained in 

post in the 2016 elections as well (ibid. 17). The president nominates the vice-president in 

Zambia. Twice, the incumbent president of Zambia has died holding office. In these situations, 

the vice-president conducts the tasks of the president for 90 days before new elections take place. 

In Zambian presidential elections, there have not been many female candidates. For instance, in 

the 2015 presidential elections one out of the eleven candidates was a woman. Her name is Edith 

Nawakwi and she got 0.9% of the total share of votes in the elections. (Dionne & Mulikita 2015.) 

Zambia is divided into ten provinces, 103 cities and districts, and there are accordingly 103 

councils. The country is divided into 150 constituencies and in the National Assembly there are 

150 elected members, one from each constituency, and additionally maximum ten nominated 

members. (Zambia Country Profile 2017–18, 279–280.) Additionally, Zambia constitutes of 

1624 wards and one councillor is elected from each ward. The urban areas have a mayor and the 

rural areas have a council chairperson, directly elected for the first time in the 2016 elections. 

(EU Election Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 12.) 

A grade 12 certificate is required as a minimum academic qualification for councillors, in other 

words they are required to have studied for 12 years. This requirement came into effect before 

the 2016 elections. (EU Election Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 18.) All councillors must 

be at least nineteen years old and they must be citizens of Zambia or have a residence permit 

there as well as be residents of the district. Councillors are accountable for the performance of 

their functions for the national government as well as for the residents of their districts and 

wards. (Constitution of Zambia 2016, 66–67.) Councillors get allowances from their council but 

are not paid salaries (ibid. 282). The councillors get a monthly allowance of K3,000 ZMK and 

K350 ZMK for each sitting (Local Government Order 2017, 191–192). The corresponding 

amounts are about 210 and 24 euros (XE 2019) but it is good to take into account that the price 

level in Zambia is lower than for example in Finland. Additionally, they get transport allowances 

for attending meetings (Local Government Order 2017, 191–192). There has been discussion 

about whether the job of a councillor should remain a part-time job or become a full-time job 
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(Ministerial Statement by the Minister of Local Government 2017).  

 

 

 

2.2 The Electoral System and Elections 
 

The electoral processes of Zambia have faced problems such as the lack of transparency and 

limitations of freedom (EU Election Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 7–8). The Electoral 

Commission of Zambia (ECZ) is responsible for arranging elections in Zambia (EU Election 

Observation Mission – Zambia 2016). The preparation for the latest elections that took place in 

2016 was conducted relatively professionally by the ECZ (ibid. 5). However, the structures of 

the ECZ are not decentralised and it is dependent on local government officials. In addition, the 

ECZ is not free because the president can remove its members without a specific reason at any 

time. (Ibid. 13.) On the other hand, the ECZ has become more effective and independent, but the 

constitution still provides the incumbent with substantial advantages (BTI Country Report 2018, 

9). The ruling party used state resources for campaigning purposes in the 2016 elections although 

this contravenes with the law of Zambia (EU Election Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 20–

21). 

Zambia has used the first-past-the-post (FPTP) system in electing its president, parliament and 

the local government, but the FPTP electoral system has been contentious especially in electing 

the president (FODEP & UNZA-PAS 2011, 25). Consequently, in the 2016 presidential 

elections the two-round system was used for the first time (International IDEA 2018). FPTP is 

a single-member district (SMD) electoral system, in which the candidate who wins the highest 

number of votes in the district wins the race even if it was less than the majority of the votes. 

Another name for it is the plurality system. (Moser & Scheiner 2012, xvi, 1.) 

In Zambia FPTP has contributed to a situation of single-party competition (Moser & Scheiner 

2012, 29, 250–251). The number of parties is often constrained by FPTP (ibid. 13). In FPTP it 

is common that voters cast their vote to a competitive candidate rather than to their most 

preferred candidate, so that their vote would influence the outcome of the election. On the other 

hand, this does not apply that much in new democracies since their political environment is less 

predictable and therefore makes it harder for political actors to make strategic decisions. In 

addition, FPTP does not advantage historically marginalized groups such as women. (Ibid. 23–

24.)  
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The proportional representation (PR) electoral system is another electoral system, in which the 

total amount of seats a party gets represents the total amount of votes that the party has gained 

(Moser & Scheiner 2012, xviii). Generally, SMD disadvantages women more than PR. While 

discernible in both cases, this connection is stronger in consolidated democracies compared to 

new democracies. However, PR furthers women’s possibilities in politics only in an 

environment where the attitudes towards women as political leaders are not significantly 

negative. (Ibid. 208–209.)  

SMDs are candidate-centred elections where the gender of the candidates plays a more crucial 

role than in PR (Norris 1987, 130), because there are often prejudices against female candidates 

(Moser & Scheiner 2012, 215). When only one person from an area is elected, the political 

career experience, including political and financial connections, is central and usually women 

do not have such backgrounds in the same way as men do. The winner-take-all characteristic is 

the most disadvantaging aspect for women in SMD. (Ibid. 211–215.) 

Social and cultural norms may widely disadvantage women’s political participation independent 

of the electoral system (Moser & Scheiner 2012, 214). In addition, other aspects that affect 

women’s possibilities to get elected include the socioeconomic status of women, their 

participation in paid work, the strength of women’s movements, the timing of the suffrage of 

women, the state of the welfare state, the ideological composition of the ruling coalition, and 

gender quotas (ibid. 210). 

Additionally, to stand as a candidate in elections in Zambia, one has to pay a non-refundable 

nomination fee for the Electoral Commission of Zambia, and there was an increase in the fees 

for the 2016 elections (EU Election Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 18). Before voting in 

elections, one has to register oneself (ibid. 16), which has not been found as a problem among 

Zambians (FODEP & UNZA-PAS 2011, 25–26). On the contrary, people have encountered 

problems in getting national registration cards, which are essential for voting. One reason for 

this is that the centres where you can get a national registration card are sometimes located far 

away and all the people do not have the money to travel to the centres (ibid. 26).     

Zambia is one of the rare exceptions in Sub-Saharan Africa since it has achieved two peaceful 

transfers of power. In 1991 the power was transferred from the United National Independence 

Party (UNIP) to the Movement for Multi-Party Democracy (MMD) and in 2011 from the MMD 

to the PF. (BTI Country Report 2018, 9, 37.) Usually Zambian elections have been generally 

peaceful, but the last presidential elections in 2015 and 2016 were an exception with increasing 

violence. The 2015 elections were held because the former President Michael Sata died holding 
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office. The turnout resulted low in the 2015 elections and one reason for this was that they were 

held in the rainy season. (Goldring & Wahman 2016, 108.) The latest elections were extensively 

disputed, the opposition leader was placed under arrest, and opposition parties were harassed 

after the elections (Afrobarometer 2019, 25). The president of Zambia had already before had a 

lot of power, but the constitutional amendment that took place before the 2016 elections 

increased it even more. The president has the right to dissolve the parliament if it fails to 

”objectively and reasonably carry out its legislative functions”. The new Constitution reduces 

balances and checks in the Zambian political system and strengthens the executive. (Goldring 

& Wahman 2016.)  

 

 

 

2.3 The Political Parties 
 

In 2016 the party system of Zambia became a two-party system since other opposition parties 

got only 2% of votes in the presidential elections and four out of 156 National Assembly seats. 

(BTI Country Report 2018, 15.) In the 2016 presidential elections the candidate of the party PF 

Edgar Lungu won the race narrowly with 50.35% of the votes, defeating the candidate of the 

United Party for National Development (UPND) Hakainde Hichilema, who gained 47.67%. In 

the polls there was election-related violence between supporters of these two most influential 

parties. In addition, government restrictions on opposition activities, obstacles for opposition 

parties to access media coverage, and misuse of public resources by the ruling party hindered 

fair elections. Additionally, there were signs of vote buying by the ruling party. (Freedom in the 

World 2019.) 

There is an urban-rural cleavage between the two main parties. The PF is more popular in 

Eastern Zambia and in the urban areas Lusaka and Copperbelt while the UPND gains votes in 

the South and West. On the other hand, anti-incumbent voters have supported the UPND in 

areas where the party earlier had almost no support at all. (BTI Country Report 2018, 15, 33.) 

Additionally, the ethnolinguistic cleavage has largely divided Bemba-speaking Zambians to 

support the PF, and Tonga people in the Southern Province to support the UPND. However, 

there has never been significant ethnic violence in Zambia and the relations between different 

ethnic groups have usually been good. In the time of the multiparty system no cabinet has been 

ethnically exclusive. For example, the incumbent President Edgar Lungu of the PF is not Bemba, 
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but the Bemba leaders of the PF supported his presidential candidacy anyway. (BTI Country 

Report 2018, 33.)  

The ruling party PF has control over traditional leaders and this has improved its support in the 

rural areas where the traditional leaders more often govern (BTI Country Report 2018, 14). 

Traditional leaders have control over land in some areas which makes it more difficult to define 

private property rights (ibid. 21). They dispense “justice” with established norms that can for 

instance harm women’s rights to property (ibid. 13). The next part focuses on women’s situation 

in the political arena. 

 

 

 

2.4 Gender in Politics 
 

2.4.1 Challenges for Female Politicians 
 

The representation of female member of parliament candidates decreased with 36% from 2011 

to 2016, a major reason for which was that the parties PF and UPND held complex interview 

processes. The National Executive Committee of each party made the final decision of the 

candidates after the constituency, district and provincial level committees had made their 

recommendations. Many women were accepted at constituency and district levels, but not 

anymore at the provincial level. The lack of transparency in this process likely affected women 

negatively. Only 25 women were elected to parliament in contrast to the 131 elected men. 

(Goldring & Wahman 2016.) 

Gender stereotypes, beliefs, and cultural norms are the major challenges for women politicians 

that hinder their political participation (Evans 2016). Women are considered subordinate in the 

society, especially in rural areas. It is common that women do not want to run for political office 

and if they do, they do not gain enough support to win. (Ministry of Gender-Zambia 2018, 15.) 

Zambia is a patriarchal society (Geisler 2006). In politics and in other leading positions there 

are and have been more men than women, which reinforces the thinking that men are naturally 

better leaders, which strengthens male dominance even further (Evans 2016). Women have been 

excluded from religious leadership positions, which weakens their status in the society in 

general, which in turn leads to fewer opportunities in public life and in politics (Ministry of 

Gender-Zambia 2018, 15). In Zambia, the traditional role of women is that of a follower, not a 
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leader (Phiri 2008). Even many women say that they would prefer to have a male leader rather 

than female (FODEP & UNZA-PAS 2011, 73). If a woman is a politician, she can be said to 

have ”a men’s job” that is very challenging for a woman (Evans 2016).  

Societal discrimination and violence harm women’s rights in Zambia. Rape and domestic abuse 

are common, and traditional norms hinder women from reporting assaults. Rape is punishable, 

but this law is not commonly enforced. Additionally, there is discrimination against women in 

property and inheritance rights. (Freedom in the World 2019.) 

The media affects women’s possibilities to become political leaders because of the gender biases 

in media coverage. Women get less space and time in the media compared to men. Additionally, 

the mass media strengthens the cultural stereotypes about the role of women, which hinders their 

political participation. (Ministry of Gender-Zambia 2018, 15–16.)  

The first step in being able to understand the society and to take part in its functions is education, 

literacy in particular. Women’s literacy is rather new in Zambia, which can partly explain the 

situation of women in politics. While women’s political participation is promoted particularly 

by educated women, the majority of women still think differently. (Phiri 2008.) Almost the same 

number of girls and boys are enrolled in primary school, but in tertiary education only 45.8 girls 

to every 100 boys are enrolled (BTI Country Report 2018, 23). Only half of primary school 

students finish primary education (ibid. 3). Low literacy levels harm women’s rights in Zambia 

(Freedom in the World 2019). Traditionally, age has been appreciated in Zambia and there have 

been conflicts between generations when younger generations have respected university 

education more than the traditional wisdom of age (Geisler 1995). 

Women have the right to stand as candidates in elections in Zambia, but the restriction that a 

candidate must have a certificate of high school graduation, called a Grade 12 certificate, hinders 

women’s possibilities, since their education level is on average lower than men’s (Freedom in 

the World 2019). In addition, the increase in nomination fees for becoming a candidate in 

elections affects more women than men since women are in general in a weaker financial 

position (EU Election Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 18). 

Historically, efforts aiming to improve women’s social status mostly consisted of protecting 

their role as mothers and wives, but after that the aim has been to change politics and the 

women’s overall position in society. Women have a smaller share of resources in Zambian 

society, which hinders their political participation. (Evans 2016.) The lack of economic 

resources is one of the most serious obstacles for women’s political participation. There has 

been an increase in women’s paid work, but the additional work burden also takes time from 
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engaging in politics. (Ministry of Gender-Zambia 2018, 15.)  

 
 
 

2.4.2 Enabling Circumstances for Women’s Participation 
 

Although Zambian women face numerous difficulties in taking part in politics, the 

circumstances have become better over time. Democratization has been an important factor in 

improving women’s political situation because of better freedom of speech and assembly as well 

as less fear of speaking out. This has been particularly important for Zambian women. (Evans 

2016.) The fall of one-party state structure in 1990 and the following transition to a multi-party 

system in 1991 have given more room for women (Geisler 2006). In 2001 for the first time in 

Zambia there were a lot of young voters and the first two female presidential candidates (Phiri 

2008). 

Women’s road towards increased political participation has not taken place in isolation of the 

society as a whole. The worsening economic situation has improved women’s possibilities to 

work outside the home because the money earned by men has often not been enough to sustain 

the family anymore. This has led to a more flexible gendered division of labour and weakening 

gender stereotypes. (Evans 2016.) HIV/AIDS-related deaths of men have also forced the 

division of labour to become more flexible (Fraser & Larmer 2010). Earlier, many people 

thought that a mother who works outside the home is not a good mother, but the way of thinking 

has changed by time. Nowadays a working mother can be found as a strong fighter who provides 

for her children. Additionally, men not being able to provide for their families give a chance for 

women to fulfil that role. Work outside the home increases women’s resources and can improve 

their self-esteem. These are significant factors for women’s electoral competitiveness in 

Zambia. (Evans 2016.) 

Education plays a crucial role in women’s political participation. Younger educated women 

have been able to change the traditional notions of womanhood and in this way given women 

wider chances to find fulfilment. Women have also been educated about the reasons why they 

should vote for women in elections. (Geisler 2006.) Education can bear fruit in terms of the 

future because seeing educated women as role models can improve younger generations’ self-

esteem (Evans 2016). 

 Women have little by little been accepted as independent political actors. The gradual erosion 

of gender beliefs has been the key factor in improving women’s political participation in 

Zambia. In addition, different organisations have given women in Zambia the possibility to 
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organise collectively and to learn about politics. (Evans 2016.) Zambia National Women’s 

Lobby (ZNWL) and Zambia Women’s Parliamentary Caucus (ZWPC) are examples of such 

associations. 

ZNWL, which is one of the organisations I am implementing this master’s thesis with, is one of 

the major associations in improving women’s rights. It was founded in 1991 in order to improve 

women’s possibilities to take part in decision-making and to improve the representation of 

women in the government and political parties, which was on a low level in Zambia. Nowadays 

it has over 5,000 members, of which about 95% are female and 5% male. The vision of the 

Lobby is “A nation with women and girls fully present in leadership roles and actively involved 

in decision-making processes.” ZNWL has chapters in every province of Zambia, headed by 

District Executive Committees. ZNWL gets international funding for its projects, and Demo 

Finland is one of the many partners and financiers of ZNWL. (Zambia National Women’s Lobby 

2017.) 

Zambia Women’s Parliamentary Caucus (ZWPC) was formed one year later than ZNWL in 

1992 by female MPs in order to support women parliamentarians’ work in the male dominated 

House. It promotes gender equality and its goal is to increase the number of women in political 

leadership positions as well as empowering women and girls in general. (Zambia Women’s 

Parliamentary Caucus 2016.) On the other hand, since there are fewer female MPs than male 

MPs in the Zambian Parliament, ZWPC’s influence in legislative processes is limited due to 

lack of numerical force (FODEP & UNZA-PAS 2011, 44). 

Also political parties claim that they are working for women’s political participation. For 

example, the Patriotic Front (PF) had promised to have at least 40% female candidates in the 

2016 elections, but did not fulfil its promise. The PF has also stated that it is trying to reach a 

50/50 representation before the 2021 elections. (Lusakatimes.com 2016.)  

According to an ethnographic research in Zambia, whether a place is rural or urban has an 

influence on the attitudes toward gender roles and to the division of labour. In urban areas the 

flexibility in gendered divisions of labour is higher. In densely populated and heterogeneous 

areas people are more likely to be exposed to women performing socially valued and 

traditionally masculine roles, which leads to a more open-minded atmosphere. Additionally, in 

urban areas it is more probable to have better access to health care, which improves access to 

sexual health services, and to the police, which in turn can make external support against gender-

based violence more available. (Evans 2018.) 
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2.5 Corruption 
 

In the last decade there has been improvement in the fight against corruption, but it still remains 

a serious problem in Zambia (Anti-Corruption Resource Centre 2014, 1). Zambia scores 35 on a 

scale where 0 indicates highly corrupt and 100 indicates a complete absence of corruption. Out 

of 180 countries it ranks 105th.  (Transparency International 2018.) Corruption is common in the 

police, where the frequency of bribery is high, as well as in the education and health services 

(Anti-Corruption Resource Centre 2014, 1). Additionally, judiciary services are corrupt and not 

immune to political interference. There was some development in the court as it tried to block 

the incumbent President Edgar Lungu to stand as a candidate in the coming elections in 2021 

according to the law of two-term limit. However, later the court, which is appointed by Lungu’s 

appointees, accepted Lungu to be eligible in the coming elections. It justified the decision with 

Lungu’s first term, which only lasted one year and six months since the former President Michael 

Sata died in office in 2014. (Freedom in the World 2019.) 

 

Zambia has ratified the United Nations Convention against Corruption in 2003 (EU Election 

Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 11). However, the government of Zambia is widely corrupt, 

and impunity is widespread. Court decisions concerning corruption cases are not free from 

political motivation. In September 2018 Finland, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and Ireland 

withdrew aid to Zambia due to allegations that government ministries had embezzled $4.7 million 

in donor funds. (Freedom in the World 2019.) The executive constantly manipulates the judiciary, 

legislature, and the police (BTI Country Report 2018, 11).  
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3. Concepts and Theory 
 

The central theoretical concepts in this thesis are state, citizenship, and gender, which are here 

studied mostly from an anthropological perspective. I cover the theoretical approaches of these 

concepts in detail in this chapter and later use them in the analysis. I chose these concepts because 

they offer different perspectives for answering the research question of this thesis “What is the 

significance of gender in Zambian politics?”. Firstly, the concept gender is mentioned already in 

the research question and is the most central theme of this thesis. Secondly, citizenship is 

significant regarding people’s political participation, and theoretical argumentation about it 

deepens the understanding of citizenship as something more than just the official citizenship of a 

certain state. Thirdly, the state gives the framework for political participation for instance in the 

form of legislation. On the other hand, it affects political participation in many other ways too 

that are not officially written but define to a great extent people’s possibilities to participate in 

politics. I write more about this in the following subchapter. 

 

What is special in the anthropological approach to politics is the close relationship between 

politics and culture (Aronoff & Kubik 2013, 83). From this point of view, as political institutions 

are not separate from the social and cultural context, I draw on the concepts state, citizenship, 

and gender in describing and analysing the social life and cultural aspects which for their part tell 

about Zambian politics. From an anthropological perspective the particular is what builds the 

universal (ibid. 3).  

 

 

 

3.1 State 
 

State is an important concept for this thesis because in studying politics, states are crucial players 

since they affect official laws and informal practices. Political action is also often formed within 

the framework of the state. In addition, in this thesis I study politics from the perspective of one 

state, Zambia, so the state outlines the research topic too.  

 

Concepts state, nation, and nation-state are commonly used interchangeably (Sharma & Gupta 

2006, 7) and indeed it is difficult to discuss one without the other. Studying a state from an 

anthropological perspective does not take the state as a given but highlights the social, material 
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and ideological constructivism of a state and its boundaries (Sharma & Gupta 2006, 8–9). States 

are artefacts (ibid. 5) that everyday practices and encounters as well as public, cultural 

representations form (ibid. 27).  

 

The banal repeating of everyday practices makes the state to an institution across time and space. 

Categories of social inequality such as gender and class are produced and maintained through 

these day-to-day actions. (Sharma & Gupta 2006, 13.) Language used orally as well as in written 

documents is an example of producing social inequalities (ibid. 20). Therefore, statist practices, 

representations, and interactions shape power inequalities in societies (ibid. 27). Some examples 

of statist representations include newspapers, speeches of elected officials, election-related 

propaganda on television, military parades as well as national independence celebration. These 

representations produce the discourse of the state. (Ibid. 18.) 

 

The state construction has great power over the people and the society (Sharma & Gupta 2006, 

8–9). Weber has created a famous dictum that says that the state has a monopoly over violence 

in a certain territory. Additionally, according to him, the state secures the sovereignty and the 

border of the state as well as governs the population of the state. (Ibid. 10, 22.) Ong (1999, 50) 

claims that the state can be considered as an agent that interferes in the biological and social 

reality of its population and that (re)produces particular kind of citizen-subjects. Thus, the state 

affects the very being of its citizens in numerous ways, which is why applying theories of the 

state is useful in studying citizens’ political participation, which in turn is the aim of this thesis.  

In addition, theories of the state are deeply connected with theories of citizenship, which will be 

covered later.  

 

Many analyses that compare and classify states divide them into weak and strong without taking 

their culture into account. “Fully developed” Western liberal democracies are found as the “ideal” 

states. (Sharma & Gupta 2006, 10.)  Corruption is usually seen as illegitimate in a state although 

inconsistencies are common in the functioning of states (ibid. 12, 16). 
 

Territoriality and sovereignty are the key aspects that form a nation-state (Sharma & Gupta 2006, 

6). However, as a result of globalization, culture and transnationalism have become central in 

considering the state as a theoretical concept (ibid. 27). In public discourse, a greater extent of 

globalization frequently means less nation-state sovereignty, which in turn leads to weaker states. 

In the globalized world of nation-states, the importance of supranational and non-governmental 

organizations is increasing, and states can no longer see sovereignty as simply their “right”. 
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(Sharma & Gupta 2006, 6–7.) In the context of this thesis Demo Finland and ZNWL are examples 

of such non-governmental organisations. 

 

Sharma and Gupta (2006) argue that states are the crucial factors in national development, but 

states increasingly face problems in their redistributive role, as the resources they distribute are 

decreasing. Transnational non-governmental organisations and foundations bring resources and 

models of development without going through national governments. Amongst others the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank have leverage in the least developed 

countries, as the policy making there is determined by market-based distributive mechanisms. 

Additionally, questions of human rights spread transnational governmental power that might 

strengthen the hegemony of Northern states. (Ibid. 21–24.) 

 

According to Gupta and Ferguson (2002), states represent themselves as concretized entities 

through particular sets of practices and metaphors. In this way they help to naturalize their 

authority, to secure their legitimacy, and to represent themselves as superior to other institutions. 

Gupta and Ferguson (2002) use the concept verticality when they refer to this position of the state 

above the society, community and family. With their other key concept, encompassment, they 

mean that the state encompasses the ever-widening circles beginning from families and local 

communities and finally ending with the system of nation-states. (Ibid. 981–982.) 

 

Gupta and Ferguson (2002) challenge the verticality and encompassment of the state with their 

third concept transnational governmentality. By this they mean that new practices of global 

governance, such as the leverage of the IMF and the World Trade Organization (WTO), can 

overtake higher places of authority, which have traditionally been taken by the state. In addition, 

the logic of the market extends even to the core institutions of government, for example to schools 

and the police. The IMF and the WTO as well as other institutions of global governance are 

commonly seen as being above national states. Nations are globally encompassed in the same 

way as nation-states encompass for instance villages. Transnational governmentality can be 

found in all parts of the world. (Ibid. 989–991.) Now I will continue to the second part of the 

theory, which deals with citizenship. 
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3.2 Citizenship 
 

Anthropological theories of citizenship challenge liberal citizenship and focus on de facto 

political membership in a certain context. The most important aspect in citizenship is political 

belonging and how people live with each other in a political community. Formally, citizens have 

equal rights and the possibility to participate and vote. (Lazar 2013, 1–2.) In 1950 the sociologist 

T. H. Marshall defined citizenship as a full membership of a community or a nation, and this 

definition has been used as a base in various social theories of citizenship. According to the 

definition, people with this status all have the same rights and duties. (See Lazar 2013, 1.) 

 

The concept of citizenship is a useful tool from an anthropological perspective in analysing 

politicians’ possibilities to take part in decision-making since it can shed light on the de facto, 

not just de jure, opportunities to participate. This reveals more about politicians’ situation than 

only focusing on their job descriptions at different levels. This is an important aspect in studying 

gender equality because for example only considering the percentage of women in politics leaves 

out the leverage that one single politician has.  

 

Citizenship consists of practices, meanings, and languages of political action in both formal and 

informal political spaces. Anthropological theory of citizenship questions normative definitions 

and studies the people in a given community through a dialogic engagement. The study is rather 

descriptive since it focuses on what citizens are, not what they should be. (Lazar 2013, 3–6.) For 

example, the role of a councillor in Zambia is in practice much wider than what it is officially 

said to be.  

 

Contemporary anthropology of citizenship has highlighted commitment to democratic politics in 

societies. Anthropology of democracy studies partly the same aspects as anthropology of 

citizenship, like ordinary people’s participation in democratic institutions as well as 

understandings of democracy. The study is concerned both with liberal and non-liberal 

democracies. Aristotle defines citizenship as participation in government and the decision-

making that influences one’s life. According to him, a man is a political animal, but for instance 

women and children are not. (Lazar 2013, 4–6.) As discernible in the negative attitudes towards 

women’s political participation in Zambia in 2018, the echoes of this mindset have not 

disappeared despite the tremendous societal changes since Aristotle’s time.  
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The American Declaration of Independence (1776) and the French Declaration of Rights of Man 

(1789) claimed sovereignty to the people, calling into question the inevitable regime of state 

power. The aim was the equality of men, and the declarations emphasized the questions of 

property, liberty, security, and resistance to oppression. In the late eighteenth century, property 

and gender played a crucial role in defining citizenship since only male property holders were 

considered citizens. Many historical writings, including the above-mentioned declarations as well 

as writings of famous philosophers like Rousseau and Locke have gendered language that leads 

to exclusion of membership in the society. Early feminists such as Wollstonecraft in 1975 paid 

attention to the exclusion of women from liberal citizenship. Like in the eighteenth century, also 

many contemporary social theorists have claimed that the abstract citizen of liberal ideals is still 

a particular male property-holding citizen. (Lazar 2013, 7–8.) 

 

Education is a central feature in creating citizens. For example, hierarchical relationships, gender 

roles and attitudes towards democracy are largely adopted in school. Processes of the construction 

of citizens are gendered, embodied and ethnicized. One example is the military service, which is 

a central institution of citizen construction. It can be understood as excluding women from full 

citizenship. As another example of the question of full citizenship, states have been required to 

provide antiretroviral treatment against HIV/AIDS in order to further full citizenship of people 

with HIV/AIDS. (Lazar 2013, 11–12.) 

 

Citizenship can be defined dichotomously by legal documents that tell if a person is a citizen of 

a nation or not, but there is a possibility for a more multidimensional understanding of citizenship 

as well. Ordinary language shows that citizenship can be a matter of degree by distinguishing full 

citizens from second-class citizens. (Rosaldo 2013, 75.) According to Lazar (2013), in addition 

to full and second-class citizenship, there is formal and substantive citizenship. For instance, 

housewives, indigenous people as well as migrants can be understood as full citizens, but not 

recognized as political subjects. Struggles for inclusion change the nature of the political systems 

by affecting amongst other things opinions and laws. Moreover, the understanding of citizenship 

takes different forms in different places. (Ibid. 13–16.) 

 

Instead of defining citizenship as self-rule, it would be more appropriate to concentrate on 

citizenship capacity. This means focusing on the ways in which citizens in different democratic 

countries attempt to realize particular interests, including the kind of political accountability they 

expect from their governments as well as resources and citizen dignity. (Ong 1999, 54.) The 

resources the female councillors I interviewed have or do not have were a central feature in 
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defining their possibilities to participate in politics which is why a part of the analysis 

concentrates especially on resources. 

 

Citizenship can be divided into three parts, which are civil, political, and social. The civil part 

consists of freedom of speech, faith and thought and of the right to justice and own property as 

well as the right to conclude valid contracts. The political element includes the right to participate 

in the exercise of political power, either as a member of a political institution such as the 

parliament or the council or as an elector of their members. Finally, the social part means the 

right to lead the life of a civilized being according to the standards that prevail in the society as 

well as having a certain level of economic welfare and security. Admission to the educational 

system and social services are some examples of social citizenship. (Marshall 1987.) I use these 

characteristics of citizenship in analysing the citizenship of the female councillors I interviewed. 

A characteristic that also influences citizenship is gender, which the last part of the theory section 

is about.  

 

 

 

3.3 Gender 
 

Anthropology of gender means the study of gender relations that are a structural principle in all 

societies where people live. Gender involves both the social and the symbolic aspects. The sexual 

division of labour, social statuses, roles, and tasks of women and men in social life form the social 

gender while cosmological beliefs as well as symbolic valuations and principles make the 

symbolic gender. The social and symbolic sides of gender can be in contradiction. For example, 

in some societies men are usually more respected in politics or economics whereas some feminine 

aspects might be symbolically more distinguished. (Moore 1999, 152.) 

 

Social anthropology has led the argumentation that sex cannot determine gender and that gender 

is more complex than just a dichotomous division into women and men. The multiformity of 

gender includes amongst others third genders. (Moore 1999, 151–152.) In this thesis I focus on 

women, not on the multiformity of gender. The interviewees talked only about women and men, 

but it is important to keep in mind that people cannot be divided just in these two categories 

although when people speak and for example in official documents third genders are often left 

out.  
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Women’s subordination in societies is argued to be universal (Ortner 1974, 67) and this is one 

reason that makes the topic of this thesis important. Women’s subordination has globally been 

explained with the division that the domestic belongs to women and the public to men (Moore 

1989, 21–22). There is some evidence that when women are not defined only as mothers and 

child-rearers, the cultural “value” and status of women improves (ibid. 29). This is discernible in 

the interviews too. 

 

There is comparative data suggesting that even states which support women’s emancipation and 

political participation have male-dominated formal political roles and institutions of state power. 

Women and men are different political subjects regarding the state and although women and men 

had the same rights, women are not able to use the rights in the same way as men. (Moore 1989, 

149–150.) For example, in Zambia women have the formal right to be councillors, yet only 9% 

of councillors are women (Ministry of Gender-Zambia 2018, 1). Reasons for this are specified in 

the analysis chapter. 

 

The state plays a crucial role in the social position of women in the society. Political, legal, and 

economic decisions are important, and it can happen that a state that wants to promote equality 

with its decisions ends up strengthening the subordination of women. The role of women and the 

“ideal” family structure are some examples where the state can unintentionally discriminate 

women. The state is a central determiner of what femininity and masculinity are. (Moore 1989, 

128–129.) 

 

All structures in society are gendered and they support norms, which can either benefit or hinder 

gender equality. The gendered division of labour and of citizenship construct norms that tend to 

disadvantage women with differentiated roles, which lead women to be responsible for care and 

men for politics. (Kantola & Lombardo 2017, 78–79.) Unequal roles between men and women, 

for example in politics, are created by power, which is reproduced through social structures, 

mechanisms, and practices (ibid. 56). Institutions in a society construct gender, but 

simultaneously gender constitutes these institutions (ibid. 97). 

 

Patriarchy is a global and universal phenomenon (Kantola and Lombardo 2017, 122). It has been 

defined as rule of the father (ibid.), but according to Millett (1971), patriarchy means rule of men 

or male supremacy, which is the most fundamental form of oppression. Kantola and Lombardo 

(2017) use in their analysis the claim that the state is not only occasionally, but essentially 

patriarchal. Patriarchy is present in the state and the society and their structures in an all-
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encompassing way, not only in politics. Formal and informal patriarchal practices of politics are 

connected to the personal, that is, to families, intimate relations, sexuality and violence. (Kantola 

and Lombardo 2017, 122.) This lies in the core of anthropology where the particular is what 

builds the universal (Aronoff & Kubik 2013, 3). Furthermore, the relationship between politics 

and culture is very central in political anthropology (ibid. 83). Therefore, studying gender in 

Zambian politics means in fact studying a wider sphere of the society than just politics itself. 

 

In analysing social inequality, the concept of intersectionality is a useful tool. Intersectionality is 

a way to understand social and political life as constructed by diverse social factors. This helps 

in dealing with the complexity of the world, people, and human experience. Many social divisions 

affect social inequality, examples of which include gender, as well as citizenship, age, race, and 

class. Intersectionality is a valuable tool for analysing discrimination and in solving social 

problems. (Collins & Bilge 2016, 21–23.) In analysing gender in Zambian politics, other social 

factors cannot be left aside since gender is not separate from them. This is why intersectionality 

has to be taken into account also in this thesis.  
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4. Data and Methods 
 

In this chapter I present the data and the methods that I use in this study. The data includes 

interviews of women councillors and ethnographical findings, from which I conduct an 

ethnographic analysis. First, I present ethnography, of which the interviews constitute a 

significant part. The interviews of Zambian female councillors are my main data, which is 

supplemented with other ethnographical findings. According to Huttunen and Homanen (2017, 

131), ethnography is not only a technical method but also a way to conduct research. In my thesis 

I have applied an ethnographic way of thinking, but the importance of the interviews is 

emphasised. In the second part of this chapter I describe the interviewing process in more detail. 

 

I chose these methods for my thesis since I wanted to study the experiences of female councillors 

about their possibilities to participate in decision-making processes, and interviewing was the 

best way to find out personal feelings. Additionally, by using ethnography, I could gain a deeper 

understanding of their situation as well as get a wider picture about the Zambian society. 

 

 

 

4.1 Ethnography 

Although the interviews are my main data, I applied an ethnographic attitude during my stay in 

Zambia. Ethnographic fieldwork constitutes of participant observation in the field (Robben & 

Sluka 2007, 2). Interviews focus on experiences of the interviewees, but ethnography is about 

my own discovery (Lappalainen et al. 2007, 90) during my stay in Zambia. One perspective to 

understand ethnography is that it aims to study the complexity of the field, and this can be made 

by collecting different kind of data. Rather than understanding a field as a concrete place, it is 

more meaningful to take it as a field formed by social relations. (Huttunen 2010, 39–40.) The 

theoretical framework and the research question of this thesis led my ethnographic observation 

and the decisions about which aspects to concentrate on. During my stay in Zambia I wrote 

ethnographic field notes, and gender was the concept that mostly led my ethnographical findings 

although I wrote down other interesting and startling points too. 

Clifford Geertz (1973) uses the concept thick description, which is originally introduced by 

Gilbert Ryle (Geertz 1973, 6), in explaining what ethnography is. It is like attempting to read a 

foreign manuscript, which is written in the behaviour of the people. (Ibid. 9–10.) The thick 
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description can be reached by a versatile scrutiny of the phenomenon and by combining various 

sorts of data. Different materials broaden, challenge, and explain each other in an ethnographic 

study. (Huttunen 2010, 43.) The risk of ethnography becoming too subjective can be avoided by 

thick description. On the other hand, ethnography is always subjective, which is also an 

advantage since it describes how full of nuances everyday life is. Above all, ethnography is 

learning by experiencing. (Eskola & Suoranta 2008, 102–105.) According to Malkki (2012, 

181), empirical findings and theory are intertwined in anthropology which builds the important 

base for this scientific study.  

Quite often ethnographic research is based on interviews supplemented by other material 

(Huttunen 2010, 43). This is the case in my master’s thesis as well. My stay in Zambia was fairly 

short for ethnographic fieldwork but already during those sixteen days by being an active 

observer and participant I could reach a much more complex understanding of my topic “Gender 

in Zambian Politics” compared to an alternative where I had just made the interviews for 

example on Skype. However, my ethnographical findings during this time period reveal 

something of the Zambian society but cannot be generalized. 

A researcher conducting ethnographical observation must pay special attention to the ethics of 

the used practices. Usually, every informant must be given sufficient information about the 

research, and the voluntariness to participate needs to be highlighted. However, sometimes it is 

not appropriate to tell about the ethnographical observation to the informants. If the researcher 

does not tell about the observation, the anonymity of the informants must be ensured. The role 

of the researcher in each situation influences the decision whether to tell about the observation 

or not. Is the researcher mostly a researcher or does she have other roles in the field? Sometimes 

open observation can harm the research as well as the activities of the people one is observing, 

so it might be better not to observe openly. (Eskola & Suoranta 2008, 56, 99–101.) Informed 

consent to participate in a study does not apply in the same way in social science research as in 

biomedical research. The researcher must consider what to tell and what information to 

withhold. (Burgess 1984, 200–201.) 

An ethnographic site, where I had to carefully think about whether to tell the informants about 

the study or not, was a kitchen party where I was invited during my stay in Zambia. A kitchen 

party is organised for the bride before the wedding. When I was looking for accommodation in 

Zambia, I got to know the family who organised the kitchen party. They helped me with some 

practical issues, but even if I did not get to know them very well, I was honoured by an invitation 

to the party. In the kitchen party I was first and foremost a guest, not a researcher. I was thinking 

about if it was suitable to make ethnographical findings there and to use them in my thesis. It 
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would have felt inappropriate to start asking permission for doing research from the participants 

of the party, so I decided not to do that. However, the kitchen party was very interesting from 

an anthropological perspective and suited well with the topic of my thesis, “Gender in Zambian 

Politics”, so it would have been a shame to leave it out from the research. I decided to take it to 

the research and handle it anonymously and in that way avoid causing weird situations at the 

party and taking the attention away from more important aspects of the party.  

Another central place for my ethnographical observation for this study was a conference for 

female councillors where I also conducted interviews and where I was a representative of Demo 

Finland. The event was a two-day long annual national conference for female councillors 

entitled “Building the case for female councillor’s leadership through effective service 

delivery”. Zambia National Women’s Lobby (ZNWL) arranged the conference with the support 

of amongst others Demo Finland, and it is a part of ZNWL’s and Demo Finland’s programme 

“Empowering Women for Effective Participation in Politics”. This master’s thesis is part of the 

baseline study of that programme. The conference was arranged in a hotel in Lusaka, the capital 

of Zambia.  

In the conference I was in the role of a researcher, so I could easily make ethnographical findings 

during the time I was not conducting interviews. In Zambia it was easy to work with the female 

councillors right from the beginning. They wanted to talk with me and to take pictures together. 

Furthermore, in Zambia I attended a few other events, read Zambian newspapers and talked with 

local people. Many Zambians were generally curious and open, and many people that I did not 

know started conversations with me. 

I scrutinize the data of this thesis by means of an ethnographic analysis. In the ethnographic 

analysis of the interviews all the different data as well as the theoretical concepts are centrally 

involved (Huttunen 2010, 40). This is how the interviews are connected to the context, in other 

words, to the additional data (ibid. 43). In the analysis I do not separate the different interviews 

from each other in order to protect the anonymity of the interviewees. Often in ethnographic 

research the interviewees are named with pseudonyms, and it is possible to visualise each 

interviewee. However, since the interviewees of this thesis are politicians, I decided to analyse 

all the interviews as one source of information from where I analyse relevant themes from the 

perspective of this thesis and its research question. I conduct the analysis based on the theoretical 

concepts of this thesis, which are state, citizenship, and gender. 
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4.2 Interviews of Female Councillors 
 

I interviewed eleven Zambian women councillors during my stay in Zambia in October–

November 2018. The interviewees were from various districts and they were engaged in 

ZNWL’s and Demo Finland’s programme “Empowering Women for Effective Participation in 

Politics”. Since this research is part of the baseline study of that programme, the interviewees 

were also participants of the programme. 

Ten interviews were face-to-face interviews, and I did one of the interviews on the phone 

because of transport problems, but I had already met the interviewee earlier. The length of the 

interviews varied between more than half an hour to almost two hours. I recorded all the 

interviews and transcribed them afterwards. It was also possible to participate in the research 

without recording the interview, but all the interviewees accepted the recording. The 

participation of the interviewees was voluntary. I did most of the interviews during the 

conference for female councillors, which I already presented as an ethnographic site. In addition, 

I conducted one interview in an office and the rest of the interviews in a training event. With the 

help of ZNWL and Demo Finland I could reach all the interviewees and succeeded to carry out 

all eleven interviews, as planned.  

Speech is the best way to understand meanings that people give to phenomena and to action of 

people (Huttunen & Homanen 2017, 136), which makes interviewing the best tool to study 

Zambian female politicians’ own experiences about their possibilities to participate in decision-

making and the significance of gender in Zambian politics. An ethnographer is often interested 

in understanding the giving of meaning to different issues which is why interviewing is often a 

central part of ethnography (ibid.). In an ethnographic interview taking the political, cultural, 

and social context into account helps in understanding the interviewee. Since ethnography 

includes other data in addition to the interviews, the ethnographer can place the speaker as a part 

of a field formed of social relations. In an ethnographic interview the aim is to understand the 

relation between the observed action and the meanings that people give to it. (Ibid. 131–132.) 

In ethnography interviews are flexible, and they take advantage of different ways of 

interviewing (Huttunen & Homanen 2017, 141). My aim was that the interviewees speak freely 

about things that are important to them. The interview questions are as an appendix in the end 

of this thesis, excluding the additional and specifying questions specific to each interview. The 

purpose of ethnographic interviews is to make the action in the field understandable (ibid. 140). 

Often in ethnography the interviewee and the interviewer get to know each other more than just 
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during one interview. On the other hand, the profundity of the relationship is not a measure of 

how informative the interviews can be. (Huttunen & Homanen 2017, 137.) I spoke with some 

of the interviewees outside the interviews but did not get to know them any better. Interviews 

are always interactive situations, so it is important to consider to whom the interviewees talk 

when they talk to the interviewer (Huttunen 2010, 57–58). The differences that define our 

culture, knowledge and understanding such as gender, age and social background can be seen 

in the relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee (Lappalainen et al 2007, 99).  

My interviewees were female councillors and many of them were a lot older than me, but some 

were about of my age. On the one hand the interviewees might have seen me as a young student 

or researcher but on the other hand as a representative of the organisation Demo Finland, which 

together with ZNWL works for improving the situation of women in Zambian 

politics. Furthermore, they knew that I come from Finland, which is a wealthy country, and that 

I represent the Finnish organisation Demo Finland, which funds ZNWL. The interviewees might 

have said things that they want the funder to hear and likewise leave certain things unsaid. Some 

women councillors thanked me for the support they have got from Demo Finland, and some 

asked me for help, for instance if I could somehow help her sick relative. According to Eskola 

and Suoranta (2008, 100), it is not unusual that the informants try to profit from the researcher. 

In sum, for the interviewees I was not just an interviewer but also a human being with my own 

characteristics. Finally, I am a woman, which probably made it easier for the female councillors 

to talk about gender issues with me.  

According to Davies (2002), if you get many consistent answers in the interviews, it might be 

that the interviewees say what they feel like they are supposed to say. By different or additional 

questions, it is possible to gain other perspectives on the topic, and ethnographic participation 

in the field helps in understanding the relevant phenomena. (Ibid. 86.) The researcher usually 

analyses the interviews while doing them and this leads to new interview questions 

(Huttunen 2010, 48).  

I observed this kind of a situation in my interviews as well. At first, I thought that I would have 

given the interviewees the possibility to decide if they want to participate anonymously or with 

their names. The first three interviewees, Chainda Chisengo, Bertha Mataa, and Musa Siyanga, 

wanted to speak with their names. The answers in these interviews were quite similar concerning 

gender equality in politics, which was on a fairly good level according to the 

interviewees. However, I had heard and read that there are obstacles for women politicians in 

Zambia. It occurred to me that it could be easier for politicians to talk freely about problems too 

if the interview was anonymous. I held these first interviews in a conference with the theme of 
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empowering women, so the impressive conference might also have affected the way the 

interviewees talked and maybe lead to answers that highlight more the positive sides. 

Nevertheless, I decided to change to anonymous interviews in order to enable the easiest 

possible situation for the interviewees to talk about demanding and difficult aspects too. 

Moreover, after the first interviews I added some questions concerning equality in politics. 

Towards the end of each interview I said that worldwide it is more difficult to be a female 

politician than a male politician, and I asked if the interviewees could somehow see this in the 

Zambian society. I broadened the issue to a global phenomenon in order to make it easier to find 

grievances in Zambian politics as well. Answering this question, the interviewees found 

numerous examples of gender inequality in Zambia. It appears that it was easier to talk about 

gender inequality on a general level than personally. Furthermore, in the conference I heard an 

argument about inequalities based on gender in the allowances of the councillors, so I inserted 

a question about that as well. 

I conducted the interviews in English, which in this case was neither the mother tongue of the 

interviewees nor the interviewer. The foreign language must be considered in analysing the 

interviews. The interviewer must be careful that she has understood correctly what the 

interviewee means to say. (Huttunen 2010, 42.) In the interviews I added some specifying 

questions and asked the interviewee to give concrete examples when I was not sure what the 

interviewee meant, in order to minimize the risk of misunderstanding.  

A weakness in the interviewing process can be that I conducted some of the interviews in a row 

without pauses. I had to interview many councillors during the conference for female councillors 

since they were then there in the same place and available for interviewing. I could have been 

more attentive in the interviews if they had been spread for a longer time period. With more 

time and financial resources I could have spent more time in Zambia and had the possibility to 

use more days for interviewing by travelling more to different parts of Zambia where the 

councillors live. A bit more than two weeks was also a fairly short time for ethnography. 

However, within the framework of a master’s thesis and the time and financial limits, I was able 

to interview eleven councillors and do some ethnographic observation on the spot. This was 

adequate for the purposes of this thesis. 

I was able to carry out most of the interviews in peaceful places without distractions but a couple 

of them took place in rooms where there were people passing by. All the interviewees said that 

they were okay with the places where I interviewed them, but more quiet places could have 

enabled, if nothing else, a better quality to the recordings and at least have helped the 
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transcription process. On the other hand, it might also have given some of the interviewees a 

more relaxed feeling for the interview when there were people passing by and the interview 

situation maybe had a less official atmosphere. Nevertheless, nobody was sitting so near that it 

could have been possible to anyone to listen to the interviews and most of the interviews took 

place in a room where there was no one else at the same time. 
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5. Female Councillors in Decision-Making 

5.1 Introduction to the Analysis  
 

The main research question of this thesis is “What is the significance of gender in Zambian 

politics?” I approached it by focusing on the question “How do Zambian female councillors feel 

that they are able to take part in decision-making processes within their political parties?”. This 

question was the starting point in forming the interview questions, which can be found as an 

appendix at the end of this thesis. This is the question for the baseline study for the project of 

Demo Finland and Zambia National Women’s Lobby entitled “Empowering Women for Effective 

Participation in Politics” and this research is part of the above-mentioned baseline study. 

 

When I started analysing the interviews, I realised that the interviewees talked more about 

decision-making in general, not just within their political parties. It appears as though many of 

the interviewees preferred to talk about decision-making in the local councils rather than in their 

political parties. I asked questions about decision-making in the political parties, but the 

interviewees could choose from which perspective they wanted to answer the questions. 

 

I made a separate document, which covers the indicator of the above-mentioned baseline study. 

In this master’s thesis I decided to take a broader perspective and to research female councillors’ 

participation in politics in general. However, the research question “What is the significance of 

gender in Zambian politics?” has been the same throughout. By widening the focus from 

decision-making within political parties to decision-making in general I could gain a more 

detailed analysis, which is an asset for answering the main research question. 

 

I have two subquestions that help in answering the main research question. The analysis is divided 

in two sections accordingly. In chapter 5.2 I answer the question “What kind of attitudes towards 

women’s political participation predominate in Zambia?” and in chapter 5.3 I focus on the 

question “What resources affect women’s political participation in Zambia?”. These two 

subquestions came up from the data after collecting it. Attitudes and resources were central 

themes in the answers of the interviewees when they described their possibilities to participate in 

politics. 

 

After I had transcribed the interviews, I read them several times and paid attention to amongst 

other things recurring themes as well as surprising and gender related aspects. The main research 
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question and the theoretical concepts led this work. I formed groups on the grounds of the themes 

and again broader groups of these smaller groups. Eventually I formed the two above-mentioned 

subquestions from the two most central themes, which were attitudes and resources. In the 

analysis I combine ethnographic findings with the interviews so that they together build the big 

picture. I have an ethnographic approach with particular attention on the interviews. The 

ethnographic findings support understanding the context of the interviews.  

 

The following section constitutes of the ethnographic analysis of the interviews and my 

ethnographic observations. I use the following abbreviations in the direct citations from the 

interviews: 

I=Interviewee  

KP=Karoliina Paakkinen, the interviewer. 

When the citation or a part of it is put in quotes, it means that the interviewee is quoting somebody 

else. I have edited the citations into more formal text in order to make it easier to read. These 

edits are marked with the sign […] in the citations. However, I have done my best in order to 

preserve the meanings of the interviews in both direct and indirect quotations. 

  

 
 

5.2 Attitudes Towards Women’s Political Participation 
 

The attitudes towards women’s political participation are an important factor in women’s 

possibilities to be full political actors since in order to be a politician and a decision-maker, a 

person needs other people’s support. Most of the interviewees could find both positive and 

negative aspects of the prevailing attitudes towards women’s political participation in Zambia. 

Many interviewees said that the attitudes are changing and becoming more acceptable towards 

female politicians. At first, I will analyse the patriarchal culture of Zambia that the interviewees 

talked about. Secondly, I will concentrate on the change that is happening in attitudes.  

 

A central theme that was repeated in the interviews was that women are not seen to be capable to 

take part in politics. The interviewees said that the Zambian culture and the general atmosphere 

hinder women from taking part in politics. Women are neither supported nor accepted in politics 

and they are not supposed to stand in front of men. Some interviewees said that men are found as 

more hard-working although some interviewees said that women are more the hard-working 

ones. Therefore, contradictory thoughts could be found in the interviews. On the other hand, this 
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is logical since political participation is multidimensional and attitudes of different people in 

different areas are usually dissimilar.  

 

I: We had our African concept and my nation is not left out on that. Women are 

dominated. […] And women are not believed to attend better heights in life. They 

attend as the weaker […] so I think that’s our culture that we are living in.  

  

The interviewees told that it can be both men and women who think that women cannot 

participate in politics, but men were more often mentioned to be the hindrance. The first step can 

be to get women to support you and then the women can convince men to become your supporters 

too. An interviewee said that some men always find something critical to say about the work of 

a female councillor, no matter how well she did.   

 

I: You hear men keep on saying, […] “if you are saying that you want to be equal 

like us [men], it can never happen”.  

  

In addition, some of the councillors had difficulties to get their family to support their political 

career, at least in the beginning. One councillor said that her family members had discouraged 

her to become a politician since they thought politics was too violent. Later on, the families of 

the councillors started to support them as politicians. The idea of a female politician can be new 

to the family members but according to the interviewees, when they get used to it, they accept 

the thought.  

 

I: When I just begun, they discouraged me a bit, some family members they 

discouraged me, they were telling me, “no, politics is for old people, you are too 

young”. Yes and you know the other, those things that they will say “no, they will 

kill you”, something like that. “In politics there’s so much violence so you’ll be 

hurt.” […] The members of family that did not support me were my cousins and my 

uncles, and my aunties. Cause they say “we’ve seen so much violence in politics” 

and they think maybe politics was meant for now, “let’s [let] men lead”. 

 

In addition to gender, age can be another obstacle for political participation. Apart from family 

members, politicians underrate young female councillors. According to Collins and Bilge (2016), 

there are usually many different factors that shape social and political life and in analysing this, 

the concept intersectionality is a useful tool. Intersectionality refers to understanding the 
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complexity of the world, which is shaped by many social divisions. Social inequality is usually 

based on various social divisions of which gender and age are some examples. (Collins & Bilge 

2016, 21–23.) 

 

I: […] Men and those who’ve got power in politics […] have presumed us youth 

to be jokers in politics. Yes, so it’s up to us, it’s up to me as a young politician to 

show them that one thing that they know, I know it too. Maybe I know more than 

what they know. And it’s a high term now as youth to show, we create our own 

safe space in governance issues. Yes cause I tell you, men, older men, they will 

not leave politics in order for us to join in politics but it’s [up to] us youths to 

create our own space, self space and to challenge each other between older 

people and ourselves in politics. 

  

Picking up to the gender aspect, people in leading positions in the parties, like the chairpersons, 

and other members of the councils, can be against women’s political participation.   

 

I: Like our council in my ward, it was really difficult, cause one they’ve never seen 

a female being a leader […] it’s the same to say “a woman can’t be a leader, a 

woman is a woman, the one who is supposed to be a leader is a man”. […] And we 

got that saying, which we say in our local language, “a woman, you can’t talk loud, 

you can’t talk on top of your voice when you are with, with people”. 

 

Being a female can also make it more difficult to get higher positions or offices. However, many 

interviewees said that they keep on working towards their goals although there are hindrances.  

 

I: Obviously when you want to do something higher or you know, because [I am] 

a woman and we are not supported, that’s that. You know that’s an obstacle 

because I think we need to be supported. 

KP: Yeah and how can you feel that you’re not supported as a woman?  

I: Well, sometimes when we want to apply for a higher position maybe in the 

political party or in an office and you feel that […] they go for a man, when you 

know very well that you can do the job better, I’m feeling sometimes not good. 

[…] But you keep on because you know really, you know exactly what you want, 

so you just keep on, […]. I’m a fighter, so I don’t give up easily. [Laughing] 

  



35 

  

 

Kantola and Lombardo (2017, 122) argue that patriarchy is a universal phenomenon, and these 

citations from the interviews support their claim in the context of Zambia. The features of 

patriarchy, rule of men and male supremacy (Millett 1971) can be found in these citations. In 

addition, as discernible in the above excerpts, efforts to keep women away from politics are 

attempts to deny women from actual political membership, which is in focus in anthropological 

theory of citizenship (Lazar 2013, 2). These citations of the interviewees indicate that the right to 

exercise political power does not come true in practice when Zambian women are concerned. 

This has an effect on their level of political citizenship, according to Marshall’s (1987) tripartite 

division of citizenship – political, social, and civil citizenship. Officially the law says that women 

can exercise their political power as councillors but in practice many people fight against this 

right. There is a difference between de jure and de facto materialization of this right. Here lies 

the reason why it is important to work for improving women’s political rights and to conduct 

research based on women’s own experiences. It is not enough if the law guarantees the same 

rights for everyone. The reality of the fulfilment of these rights is what matters. 

 

Formal and informal patriarchal practices of politics are connected to the personal, that is, 

to families, intimate relations, sexuality and violence (Kantola and Lombardo 2017, 122). The 

relationship of culture and politics is the core in political anthropology (Aronoff & Kubik 2013, 

83). So, studying gender in Zambian politics means in fact studying a wider sphere of the society 

than just actual politics itself. Next, I analyse patriarchal practices based on my own experiences 

in Zambia that do not directly belong to the sphere of politics, but indicate overall societal 

attitudes, which in turn affect politics.   

 

During my stay in Zambia I was invited to a kitchen party. A kitchen party is arranged to the 

bride before the wedding and the idea is to build a kitchen for her. Only women are invited to the 

party, but for example musicians and photographers can be men. There were over one hundred 

women invited to the party. Additionally, the groom and his relatives, which can be both female 

and male, visit the party briefly. The party was arranged outdoors and people were seated around 

round tables. In the middle there was some free space for performances and for dancing. This 

description of the event cannot be generalized to all kitchen parties since I just attended one party, 

but it shows an example of how a kitchen party can be.  

 

At the kitchen party there was a long speech held by a middle-aged woman who was talking on 

the microphone. She was giving advice to the bride for the upcoming marriage. Most of the 

speech was in English but some parts in the native language so I did not understand everything. In 
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the speech she highlighted many times that the bride is beautiful with her festive long dress, 

strong make-up and hair, which indicates that the appearance of the bride was found very 

important. Generally speaking, the appearance of women is globally more highlighted 

and analysed than men’s, which can leave less attention to women’s characteristics that would be 

important in becoming a politician, for instance intelligence and persistence. In the speech the 

external characteristics were highlighted, leaving internal traits aside.  

 

In addition, the woman giving the speech said that the bride has to do what the husband likes and 

that the husband is the head of the family. According to her, the husband is the president and the 

wife is the vice president in the house, and if the wife treats the husband like a king, she can 

become the queen herself. She also said that in a marriage the man is the one that earns the money 

and is the provider for the family. To sum up the speech, it was instructions for the bride for how 

to keep the husband satisfied. On the other hand, I only heard one speech that was indicated to 

the bride and I do not know what a speech for a groom would have been like. However, on the 

grounds of the speech I heard, marriage is patriarchal in Zambia. Additionally, if people think 

that the woman must always be the vice-president and the man the president, this makes it harder 

to gain support for women to be political leaders.   

 

The way of thinking about women and the way people talk about female politicians is one aspect 

that hinders women from fully taking part in politics in Zambia. Women might avoid public 

offices in order to avoid insults. It can be both men and women who use derogatory language 

about female politicians and call them names. For instance, many interviewees said that people 

might call female politicians prostitutes and ask them to sleep with them. In addition to being a 

woman, being in the opposition can lead to people using derogatory language about a female 

councillor.  

 

I: They feel that you’re of loose morals like you are a prostitute. Others would even 

accuse you to fess.   

 

I: They do, in fact they tell you “no, you are a beautiful young lady, you’ve got a 

brighter future ahead of you, but if you do what I want, I can make this dream of 

yours come true very soon”. Yeah so it’s up to you as a woman to stand, […] to 

know what you want. And to tell them, I have not come here to sleep around of you. 

But I’ve come here to do what my community has elected me for.  
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Another phenomenon is that people start looking for disgraceful things that the female politicians 

have done when they were young and then people use it against them. According to one 

interviewee, this does not happen to men and it is done by both men and women.   

 

I: In Zambia most women they […] don’t even want to be involved [in politics], 

because of some intimidation. Because what these people do is that when a woman 

wants to stand, maybe there are people that knew you before, that time maybe when 

you were young. There’s something you did, maybe there’s someone, maybe you 

aborted, maybe whatever you did, maybe you grabbed someone’s husband, so when 

you decide to say now I want to stand, those issues come now, to say “no, she did 

this, she did this, she did this”, so some they shy away they say “no, I’ll be 

embarrassed because not everyone knows what I did when I was young, when I was 

a youth”. […] There are a lot of insults.  

KP: And doesn’t the same thing happen to men if they have done something when 

they were young?  

I: No for them nothing! You don’t hear of anything. Yes, they are quiet. Because a 

woman cannot stand up once and start saying “yeah, we knew this one when we 

were young, he did this”, no, women just forget, they are quiet. But for us even 

women raise against us, our fellow women. Yes that’s a problem.  

  

This can be understood as a way to keep women away from politics. Calling female politicians 

names and telling tales about them can be an attempt to keep women in the private home area 

away from public politics. The produced language is an example of producing social inequalities 

(Sharma & Gupta 2006, 20). Calling female politicians names, such as a prostitute, is a way to 

strengthen inequality in a state. The language used in formal and informal political spaces shapes 

citizenship (Lazar 2013, 3). Thus, people digging up negative details from female councillors’ 

youth has a declining effect on their citizenship, since from an anthropological perspective 

citizenship can be understood as a matter of degree by dividing people to full citizens and second-

class citizens. Language is a way of classifying people. (Rosaldo 2013, 75.) 

 

It is discernible in the interviews that in Zambia the prevalent way of thinking is that women 

should be responsible for the home and care while politics is a job for men. According to an 

interviewee, people think that women cannot have time and possibilities to participate in politics 

since their all energy is needed for cooking and other housework. Some interviewees said that 
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they are simultaneously housewives and councillors. However, in Zambia it is common to think 

that women are the ones to take care of the home.  

 

I: For example, culture reasons. Everybody believe a woman, like in Africa, 

they have to stay home and be mothers and be wives, and the men, you go out there 

and try to be a politician, they’ll call you names.   

  

The way of thinking that women belong in the private home and men to public offices forms the 

social gender, which includes the roles and gendered division of labour (Moore 1999, 152). In 

addition, women’s universal subordination has been explained with the domestic-public-division 

(Moore 1989, 21–22). Gender roles and hierarchical relationships are largely adopted in 

education, which is a central feature in creating citizens (Lazar 2013, 11). One interviewee said 

that she was going to school, but at home she had to take care of the home and cook while her 

brother was out playing football. So, the division between genders starts already at a young age. 

 

This way of thinking that the home is the area of women gets support as well from the kitchen 

party which I attended in Zambia. The party is arranged to the bride in order to build a 

kitchen for her before the marriage. Even the name, kitchen party, indicates that the kitchen at 

least to some extent is seen as the right place for women in Zambia. The path from the kitchen to 

politics can be long and this attitude definitely may hinder women’s political participation.   

 

In the speech about the upcoming marriage, the speaker said that the responsibility of the woman 

is to keep the man satisfied, bring up the children, cook what the man likes, and to always be 

ready for sex if the man wants to have it. Otherwise the man is entitled to go and “find a whore 

on the street”. The instructions were justified with the word of God. The guests cheered the 

speaker during the speech and shouted amen every now and then. At the end the speaker gave 

instructions on how to enrol to a course where they teach how to be a good bride. The listeners 

wrote down the contact details. The advice given in the speech strengthen the gendered division 

of labour in which women take care of the home and men work in the public sphere, for example 

as politicians. Moreover, the assumption that women must always be ready for sex indicates the 

subordinate position of women. Even though the speech was given by one person, it seemed that 

the public agreed with her. 

 

Guests had given domestic appliances and money as gifts to the bride. Later at the party older 

women went through the household appliances with the bride and demonstrated how they are 
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supposed to be used. The bride followed the older women, but she had a serious face all the time 

although at this time she was already allowed to be happy, unlike in the beginning when she was 

supposed to have a serious face. In addition, all the guests were given a wooden spoon as a gift. 

Thus, there were many aspects at the kitchen party that indicate that the attitudes hinder women 

from leaving the kitchen and from being active in politics. On the other hand, the bride did not 

seem to enjoy the party. It might be a tradition to throw this kind of parties, but the young people 

might have more liberal thoughts about the role of women. The bride was under 30 years old and 

might have stood for this way of thinking. This kind of attitudes could be found in the female 

councillors’ interviews as well. The analysis will now focus on the change happening in attitudes. 

 

In Zambia I read local newspapers. What caught my attention was the fact that there was a column 

dedicated to gender related articles in the state-owned newspaper Zambia Daily Mail. In addition, 

there were a lot of articles concerning gender equality and means to improve it in the newspapers. 

Newspapers are examples of statist representations with which states shape power inequalities 

(Sharma & Gupta 2006, 18). The big amount of gender equality related articles indicates that the 

newspapers as statist representations want to show that the state is working towards gender 

equality in Zambia. A change in the attitudes towards gender equality was strongly present in the 

interviews as well. 

 

In addition to an obstacle, being a woman can also be an advantage with respect to political 

careers. The interviews revealed also the other side of the coin. There has been a change in the 

way of thinking and in the attitudes towards women's political participation and towards female 

politicians. Many people have started to think that politics is not only for men anymore. Political 

actors such as political parties, the government, the president, MPs, and other councillors want 

to support women to take part in politics and become politicians. For example, in one council all 

the councillors insisted to have a female vice-chairperson since the chairperson was a man, in 

order to balance the gender. The president and the political parties stand for gender quotas at 

different levels in politics, which was mentioned several times in the interviews.   

 

I: I started becoming so interested in the position, that’s in 2016 [when] 

our president spoke about a 50% threshold of women and men in decision-making 

positions of governance. Well that’s where I gathered my courage.   

 

I: The MP also said “no, I want you to give me a female councillor”, so he really 

helped also.  
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Local people in the communities of the councillors were another group that wanted a change in 

the gender representation in the political posts. Both women and men have started to support 

women. One interviewee told that the women in her community had said that they would have 

boycotted the elections if they had not been given a female candidate. According to the interviews, 

another aspect regarding the gender difference is that it is easier for people to approach a female 

councillor, and that the female councillors are more prone to listen to people and take their desires 

into account. 

 

I: In my time of campaign I even put in a lot of women, local women, there, those 

who had that thing to say “let’s try a woman this time” […].  

 

I: It’s just about where we are coming from because politics was predominated for 

male. But way forward I see a situation where the numbers [of women in politics] 

will just grow and grow and grow. Because people are getting more, are beginning 

to see, and have confidence in female leaders, unlike men. In terms of accountability 

the females are regarded, they are more accountable than men. Just a few women 

that are not accountable.  

 

The status and “cultural value” of women improves when women are no longer seen only as 

mothers (Moore 1989, 29). Thus, women becoming more supported to take part in politics in 

Zambia can lead to a better status of Zambian women.   

 

Some of the interviewees felt that they were supported precisely because they are women. Some 

people listen more to women councillors, and some political players at the top support female 

councillors because they are women. An interviewee said that male councillors admire female 

councillors. One of the interviewees said that she is supported as a woman but that she can see 

the obstacles other female politicians are facing, although it was difficult to give a concrete 

example.  

 

I: I see it, I really don’t have a concrete example but I just know it’s there. Yes. I 

feel it. I know it’s there. You know sometimes they’ll say “no, because she is a 

woman she can’t do that, she can’t”, but in my part I am having a warming support 

because they are coming up to say “we have to support her too to pull through 

because she’s a woman, she’s hard-working, she’s this and that”. But I can see it 

on my fellow women. 
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So, there are numerous opinions of women’s political participation. While the interviewees could 

see a change in the attitudes, changes do not usually happen rapidly. Furthermore, in most cases, 

there are also people who are against the change. In sum, in Zambia there are people both for and 

against women’s participation in politics.  

 

According to some interviewees, being a female candidate helped to win the elections. On the 

other hand, it is impossible to know for sure what were the reasons people voted for them. 

However, presumably the assumption is based on the general atmosphere, which has become 

more approving for women’s political participation. Moreover, there are people who explicitly 

say that they want to support particularly women in the elections. 

 

I: The female aspect is what gave me a lot of points and I won the election.  

  

Many of the councillors believe in their possibilities to advance in their political career, which 

indicates that the political atmosphere has become more acceptable for female politicians. They 

want to proceed to become council chairpersons, MPs, and presidents, and their plan is to work 

hard for these goals. Party officials have also asked the female councillors to contest as MPs.  

 

KP: Would you like to be the president one day?  

I: Yes. That’s why I am trying my ever best to build up a concrete foundation right 

now. Cause I know once I deliver to the grass roots, some 2021 I won’t stand as a 

councillor, I want to contest as an MP for my area. And that thing, it will just happen 

if I deliver now, if I will be able to deliver now to my community. People would be 

able to see and count on what I am doing […], I try to contest on the MP ticket 

definitely, I cannot fail to go through.  

  

I: In fact, my dream is to become a Zambian female president in the near future! 

 

To conclude, the attitudes towards women’s political participation are changing towards a more 

approving direction. However, patriarchal structures are still present in Zambian society. The 

interviewees found that gender plays a role in politics but its influence can be both negative and 

positive depending on the context. 
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5.3 Resources  
 

The available resources have an effect on how the female councillors feel that they are able to 

take part in politics. This includes different kinds of resources, both material and non-material. I 

start with financial resources, namely with the question of allowances and discuss this combined 

with the role of the councillors. 

 

Many interviewees thought that the allowances the councillors get are too low. On the other hand, 

although the allowances are not high, many councillors said that they pay expenses of their 

communities with both their allowances and with their own money. For instance, they pay other 

people’s funeral costs, transportation to the hospital for sick people, and school fees for children 

who could not otherwise afford education. This decreases the part that is left from the allowances 

for the councillors themselves and their families and shows the ambiguous role of the councillors. 

 

I: And for us councillors we are the ones that have the people, on the ground even 

the grass roots. Whenever there’s a funeral in the compound, they’ll call a 

councillor. “I have a funeral, I don’t have a coffin. I want a grave site.” Whatever 

they call councillors and you find that at the end of the day, the 3000 [kwachas] 

you get is nothing, your children won’t even eat [with] it, they won’t even enjoy 

[with] it. 

 

In addition, some interviewees said that people call them during nights and they always answer. 

People also come to their home doors, so their job and responsibilities follow the councillors all 

the time. Officially they work in the legislative wing of the councils (Zambia Country Profile 

2017–18, 280) but in practice their position includes a much wider sphere of tasks. This tells 

about how culture and politics are closely connected with each other, which is central in political 

anthropology (Aronoff & Kubik 2013, 83).  

 

I: Initially a councillor was supposed to be a facilitator of whatever is up in the 

area of development programmes. Just to facilitate, to lobby, to advocate for the 

community, but the situation has it that at the end of the day you have to be a 

provider as well, so […] if there is a funeral, I’m supposed to be there with the 

people. If there’s no coffin to bury the dead, we’ll see how we pull our resources 

together and bury our dead. If there is a celebration, we Africans at the end of the 

day, so we have initiation ceremonies, if there is an initiation ceremony in the area, 
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I’ll at least pay to maybe buy a blanket for the girl. […] So actually I do a lot of 

things, a lot of things, it is like part of life, like you are a mother and you cannot say 

your duty is to build this and this. You find yourself doing a lot of other things which 

you don’t even notice that way. Sometimes I’m even forced to be like a mediator if 

people are fighting. […] Maybe this man is [having] an affair with this woman and 

another man comes to complain and they want to fight. Or kill each other, […] so 

all these things you have to mediate and ensure that there’s harmony so that at the 

end of the day your projects are running, and the people are living in 

harmony. So, it’s actually a lot of things that you do at the end of the day.   

 

Therefore, there is a contradiction between the role of the councillors and the allowances they 

get. Many interviewees said that they are expected to cover some costs for their communities and 

that the allowance is not enough to cover this duty. In addition, officially the councillors’ job is 

part-time but in practice it is a full-time job. This makes it hard to have other sources of income. 

Besides, there are some restrictions in what work the councillors are allowed to do simultaneously 

to being a councillor. 

 

I: No, I don’t [work as a teacher at the same time] cause our policy, they don’t 

allow anyone who is a civic leader to be in government. If you want to be a civic 

leader, you have to withdraw all the government duties. So as for now, I am just a 

political leader. 

  

It is not just the councillor herself that has to be taken into account, since family relations also 

have an influence on this. The occupation of the spouse can affect the possibilities to become a 

councillor since as a wife of a soldier, becoming a politician is impossible in Zambia.  

 

I: As long as your husband is a soldier in the military, the wife cannot be near to 

politics. That’s how it is. 

KP: Does the law say that or...  

I: I don’t know but that’s the way it is, […] because even [if] it was temporarily, 

you just have to support the party of the day, the government of the day.   

 

Ong (1999, 50) argues that the state can be considered an agent that interferes in the social reality 

of its population. The restrictions in what councillors can do simultaneously to working as 
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councillors and the regulation concerning the occupation of the spouse interfere in the social 

reality of the councillors, and the state can be seen as the reason for these limits. 

 

The wide role of the councillors, in which they are not just policymakers but also helpers in 

people’s private problems, deepens their relationship with people in their communities. Women 

were mentioned to be even closer to the communities than men. The close relationship was found 

an advantage for the councillorship but on the other hand, this can reinforce their feeling of 

responsibility to carry out tasks that would not officially be duties of councillors. Many 

interviewees also said that the parties listen to the councillors especially because they are close 

to the communities and therefore involve them in the decision-making. Additionally, an 

interviewee said that if a councillor can bring development to her area, it makes a name for the 

party.  

 

KP: Do you feel that your political party supports your proposals?  

I: Yes, they do. Why they support my proposals is because, as I earlier mentioned 

I am a link from my community and these political parties are chained from 

communities, so yes, they support. 

 

Thus, the responsibility to take care of people in the communities, the workload, and restrictions 

in other allowed sources of income have a negative impact on the financial situation of the 

councillors. In addition to the allowance amount, who gets the allowance was another important 

aspect in the discussion. In most cases the interviewees told that all the councillors get the same 

allowances.   

 

I: We are all equal, why I say so, we get the same allowance. 

 

However, this was not the whole story. The question about the councillors’ allowances was 

discussed in the conference for female councillors entitled “Building the Case for Female 

Councillor’s Leadership through Effective Service Delivery”, where I participated in 

Zambia. There were about 250 people attending the conference. At the end of the conference 

there was an argument about the allowances that the councillors get. It turned out that in some 

districts male councillors get allowances, but female councillors do not. It appeared that a 

representative of the Ministry of Local Government was present in the conference, but people 

had not known that. The female councillors demanded an explanation from him for why the 

situation with the allowances was like that. People raised their voices and the atmosphere was 
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tense. Finally, making a list of the districts where women do not get allowances and the consent 

of driving forward the issue solved the difficult situation, and the programme of the conference 

could continue. The problem with getting the allowances shows the effect of gender in the chance 

to make a living. After hearing the discussion, I added a new question about the allowances for 

the rest of the interviews which confirmed this to be the case. 

 

KP: Do you know about this that in some councils the women councillors do not get 

the allowances for example for a conference and the men councillors do? Have you 

heard about...? 

I: Yes, it happens, it happens even in our council. [...] So even us at our council I 

would say there are two workshops that we didn’t get the allowance from our 

council. But, when the male they go to have their workshops they always get the 

allowances they never missed, but for us women it’s not always that we get, they 

don’t give us. So, it’s up to you people and even us I think to stand fame, to stand 

to speak out, voice out, that’s one thing that we need to do.   

KP: So, have you had conversations about that in your council or? 

I: We only had it among the three of us who are female councillors. Yes, we were 

talking and we talked to one of the community development representative at the 

council. We talked to how, we told you are a woman, you need to fight for us, as 

women councillors because the same pinch that we are feeling, even you feel it, so 

we are here to meet the principal officer. But we told him [the principal officer], 

some of us we told him that we are here to sit the three of us and with him to talk 

about, to say you have been neglecting us and other allowances have not been paid 

to us.   

KP: And do you think that there will be a change in that? Or how difficult is it...?  

I: I think so, as long as we voice out. As long as he can hear it from the three of us. 

I think there will be a change. 

  

In the interviews several reasons were mentioned for the lack of allowances for female councillors. 

The interviewees told about their experiences from their own councils and what they had heard 

from other councils. One reason was that the council does not have sufficient funds to pay all the 

councillors, and the council secretary is afraid of losing her job and does not want to tell the 

councillors about the lack of money. Another reason was that female councillors do not demand 

the allowances in the way male councillors do. In addition, the size of the municipality and the 
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location, whether it is a rural municipality or not, can affect the allowances female councillors 

get.  

 

In the interviews there were some inconsistencies regarding the question of allowances. Even 

councillors from the same council said different things about the allowance policy of their council. 

Some said that all the councillors get the same allowances, while some said that women do not 

always get them but men do. This inconsistency could maybe be explained with different views 

among the councillors about when the allowances should be paid and how big they should be. 

Another way to explain this is that the councils can pay allowances so vaguely that the councillors 

have different understandings about the current situation. The different allowances that the 

councillors are supposed to get, such as the monthly allowance and the allowances for travelling 

to meetings, can be other confusing factors that contribute to the differing statements among one 

single council. 

 

According to Lazar (2013, 8), a male property-holding citizen can be seen as the abstract citizen 

of liberal ideas. Since women in Zambia are not always paid allowances in the way that men are, 

it makes it more difficult for them to become property-holding citizens. In this context, this in 

turn hinders them, in addition to their gender, from being abstract citizens of liberal ideas, in 

Lazar’s terms. 

 

Money is also significant with regards to elections – for example in becoming a candidate, in 

campaigning, and in acquiring voters. This applies both the first time running for councillor and 

in the subsequent elections. The interviewees told that you have to have money in order to get 

adopted as a candidate. Campaigning requires money since you have to travel around the 

electorate to meet people, and people expect the candidates to buy for instance coffee or beer for 

them in order to give their vote to them. Thus, apart from the political work, people want to profit 

from the councillors in other ways too. The status of a candidate can also affect the possibilities 

to get votes. If a candidate does not have a car and lives in a modest house, this can decrease the 

votes one gets. 

  

I: In my political party obstacles are there for sure. Yes, when it comes to the 

adoption time […], we [women] lack the financial support […] men are able 

to have the strength, have the muscles, you know, on adoption there are a lot of 

challenges because some people need money. […] Just to run out as one equal, 
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people are very fast [to] just move all over to meet the electorate and that means 

you have to have enough financial muscle. 

 

I: The worst part again is in our areas when you say that one is a councillor, […] 

they’ll tell you to buy coffees, to provide things for them, if you say I don’t have 

money, we’ll see, no one will vote for that person, cause it’s not helping us.   

 

An interviewee suggested that a quota system could help women to become politicians since they 

do not have the needed resources to become involved in politics otherwise.   

 

I: Political parties should choose more women in there, it can never work, as I said, 

because the men have the resources, so for me what can work is the quota system.   

 

According to the interviews, women, unlike men, spend their money on their family and children, 

which leaves less money for additional costs like politics. In order to become a candidate in 

elections, one must pay a nomination fee for the Electoral Commission of Zambia and there was 

a further increase in the fees for the 2016 elections. This hinders especially women’s possibilities 

to stand as candidates in elections because of their weaker financial position. (EU Election 

Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 18.)  

 

I: You know us women we’ve got a lot of responsibilities. You can have the 

money, but you look at what am I going to give my school going children. I have 

to pay school fees for the children. I have to find food for the home. What about the 

extended family? You’ve got your mother, you’ve got your father, you’ve got your 

siblings. You need to help all those. Then you take the money and pay for your 

adoption [as a candidate]. Sometimes when you think twice, it doesn’t make sense 

to you, then you pull out. So that is keeping away most of the women from politics.  

  

Some women get support from men and can in this way become politicians even if they do not 

have money themselves.   

 

I: Men supported me, they really wanted me to stand because there was some point 

when I said, this thing involves a lot of money. And I think I can’t do it. Where will 

I find the money? But some men just said no, even my husband, my husband was 

very supportive, he said, “no, just take it, just do it”. I said I have no money what 
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will I do? So, then my husband said, “no, just do it, we’ll support you”. Even some 

neighbours, they said “no, we’ll support you”. And when I was adopted, money 

started coming from different directions. 

  

A key focus area of anthropological theory of citizenship is people’s actual political membership 

meaning the rights people have and their possibility to participate in politics (Lazar 2013, 1–2). 

As the citations above show, having money is important in order to be elected as a politician and 

since women in Zambia on average have less money than men, they do not have the same 

possibilities to participate in politics. According to Lazar (2013, 13), there are two categories of 

citizenship: formal and substantive. While the Zambian women whose possibilities to be elected 

as politicians are limited by the lack of money are formally citizens, their substantive citizenship 

is not fulfilled. 

 

Corruption is a problem in Zambia, and it has made it easier for people with more financial 

resources to get involved in politics. According to Sharma and Gupta (2006, 12, 16), 

inconsistencies are common in the operation of a state, but corruption is in any case usually seen 

as illegitimate. In Zambia, corruption has been a problem for instance in the process of 

verification of the 12 years of study required to become a councillor. Another point where 

corruption can be found is the adoption as a candidate in elections which includes numerous 

phases. 

 

I: That policy came in. They say you have to have Grade 12. Now there was an issue 

of verification. Cause people started buying papers, you see what I mean. 

Corrupting some people, […] to produce certificates for somebody [who has not 

studied for 12 years]. 

 

I: When I applied to say no, I want to stand in my ward, some people, because 

during the time of adoption, you have to go through the primarily elections, that’s 

ward level, you are interviewed at ward level, from there you go to the 

constituency, they interview you, district then province, so in all these structures, 

they want you to give them something, any money, to corrupt them so that you’re 

adopted.   
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In addition, the political parties play a role concerning available resources. Interviewees from the 

opposition party UPND said that compared to them, the ruling party PF has more financial as 

well as material resources. 

 

I: Being in opposition, there is nothing much that they [the political party] can do 

even if they support, they don’t have money to help. So just it’s by even if I report 

this, it’s just a burden to them, what can they do. But if I was in that position being 

in the government, I think things would have been better. 

KP: So, do you feel that now when you are in the opposition so you can’t make a 

change?  

I: No, no, no, no, no there is no difference, cause even those in, in the ruling party, 

let’s say when CDF [Community Development Fund] comes, it’s 50-50, they don’t 

segregate that no, this one is in ruling, we give you so much, this one is in opposition, 

we give him so much, it’s equal, equal, yeah it’s all equal. There is no difference. 

There is no difference.  

KP: There is no difference in, sorry in what?  

I: In delivering things. The only advantage I think that they have, those who are in 

the ruling party, they are able to go in these offices, like even [some office] […] is 

being pointed direct by the president.   

  

Thus, the opposition party UPND has fewer resources and can offer fewer possibilities for the 

politicians to advance their political careers. On the other hand, the money that councillors get in 

the councils does not depend on the party of the councillor.  

 

Additionally, for the opposition party UPND politicians, meeting within the party members can 

be difficult, which means that getting support becomes harder too. 

 

I: The policemen came in. Someone had told them that oh the UPND is having their 

meeting. […] So how can they [UPND] support me when we cannot meet? But we 

know that the support is there […]. They [PF] want to kill the party. 

  

Thus, the incumbent party has more resources and possibilities for its activities than the 

opposition parties in Zambia. According to Weber, a state governs the population of its 

territory (Sharma & Gupta 2006, 22). Since the ruling party has power over the opposition parties 

and thereby governs them and their members, the ruling party exercises the role of the state. As 
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discernible in the interviews, this form of governing by the incumbent party is visible in making 

the work of opposition parties more difficult. Despite being in the opposition, it is seen as an 

advantage if all the councillors in a council are from the same party.  

 

I: We are all UPND. So, once we agree upon one thing, whatever we agree upon, 

that’s the one that we are going to take.   

  

Moreover, another councillor said that usually the councillors are quite unanimous in decision-

making, and disagree with each other only if the voice of the community is not heard. She did 

not mention that the reason for this was that they are from the same party, but she represented a 

council where all the councillors are from one party.  

 

One interviewee told that in her municipality all the wards get the same amount of money 

regardless of the population of the ward. She thought it would be fairer to divide the money 

according to the size of the population. Another interviewee from another area said the opposite, 

that the wards with a higher population get more funding and she would prefer all the wards to 

get the same amount of money. Thus, according to the interviews, the principles of sharing 

resources between different wards are not the same in different areas.   

 

I: No, I think it would be nice to do it according to the size, but for now I think it’s 

okay, probably that’s why others are complaining, maybe that is what they do in 

other municipalities, I would not know. Maybe they give them according to the size 

of their wards.   

  

Regardless of the size of the ward, the lack of finances was mentioned in many interviews as a 

hindrance for implementing projects. Since the government funding is not sufficient for desired 

project realisation, a councillor told that she has to look for money from other stakeholders as 

well.  

 

I: The things that I would say are obstacles are the issues of resources, yes 

especially monetary resources cause whatever is, whatever project you think about, 

you have to think about financial resources, so the other resources like land, labour, 

all those, time, all those are there, are there available. But the financial resources 

are the biggest obstacle.  
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I: Other obstacles are, what it comes to implementation of projects, define it very 

difficult because the fund completed is not enough. […] This is why now I 

completely not only rely on government funding and also look for other 

stakeholders to come on board and help.   

  

According to Sharma and Gupta (2006, 22, 24), states face a lot of problems in their redistributive 

role, and non-governmental organisations help in this difficulty. This correlates with the 

councillors’ troubles in getting funding from the government for their projects and with the fact 

that they seek funding from other stakeholders too.  

 

According to many interviewees, an obstacle for implementing projects, in addition to the lack 

of resources, is that it takes too long to get money for the projects since the procedure to do so at 

the council is so long.   

 

I: I have to push for everything, you know we are a developing country, we have a 

number of bureaucracies, okay, so you really have to push for projects to be 

implemented in your area. So, I attend to that most of the time.  

  

Although there is often lack of funding and the bureaucracy processes can be long, having a work 

plan helps the councillors to get funding for their projects. Women have more work plans than 

men since ZNWL has helped female councillors to implement them.  

 

I: Someone who doesn’t have a plan, […] it will be difficult for that person to 

receive something because they don’t know the budget.   

 

The support of ZNWL was mentioned in several interviews in different forms. For example, an 

interviewee told that the capacity building of ZNWL, including the mentors that ZNWL has 

provided, has helped the councillors. 

 

I: I have a mentor. He has been in politics for three terms, which means for fifteen 

years. He’s the one who helps me to carry on my days. So, what I do, I can report 

to him where it’s positive, where it’s negative, then he has a word on it. And all 

these things they have come up through the capacity building the Lobby [ZNWL] is 

giving us. 
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Mentoring can be useful in solving practical issues and problems, but one important aspect could 

be that having a mentor can also increase the self-confidence and feeling of control the councillors 

have in their work. Even the fact that you know you have somebody who will help if needed can 

empower the councillors in their work. Merely explaining the problem to someone can help in 

seeing the question from different perspectives as you have to word the problem. This can be 

helpful in itself.  

 

The project of Demo Finland and ZNWL “Empowering Women for Effective Participation in 

Politics” provides non-material support for Zambian women councillors as it aims to increase 

leadership skills and capacities of female councillors. The project does not cover all Zambian 

female councillors but all the councillors that were interviewed for this thesis participate in the 

project. At the same time, other female councillors can get support from other stakeholders. In 

addition to ZNWL’s assistance, also the support of Demo Finland was mentioned in the 

interviews. 

 

I: We appreciate the support you [Demo Finland] have been giving and because 

[…] it can contribute it for us to even have our second chance of being leaders of 

our community.   

   

According to Sharma and Gupta (2006, 7), the importance of non-governmental organisations is 

increasing as globalization impacts the world of sovereign nation-states (Sharma & Gupta 2006, 

7). Demo Finland and ZNWL are examples of non-governmental organisations that have worked 

for improving women’s political participation in Zambia. Thus, Zambia is an example of a 

country that is receiving support from abroad. In the support that is carried out across state borders 

it is important to listen to the local people in the co-operation process and to operate on their 

terms. This thesis is one way to get the voice of people that are involved in such a project heard. 

 

Non-governmental organizations make a contribution to the capacity-building of people, but 

formal education is still crucial in the process of becoming a politician. This can be clearly seen 

in Zambia since a Grade 12 certificate, which proves that you have studied for 12 years, is needed 

for councillorship (Constitution of Zambia 2016, 66). The interviewees mentioned several times 

the lack of the Grade 12 certificate being an obstacle for many why would like to become 

councillors. This influences women more than men since in Zambia women’s level of education 

is lower than men’s. In addition, after instances of people showing fake Grade 12 certificates, a 
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verification of the certificate is needed. The verification can be difficult to obtain even for people 

who have studied 12 years, since the verification could be done in Lusaka only. 

 

I: In practice a good number of women came on board [to politics] except that they 

could not make it [to become a candidate in elections] because of the law policy, 

which has come that the councillors should have a qualification of Grade 12. And 

I think that a lot of women have been encouraged to get back to school. In the 

election and so on, [the party] wants to have a good number of women to become 

a councillor.  

  

Social citizenship is one of Marshall’s (1987) three categories of citizenship in addition to 

political and civil citizenship. Access to the educational system belongs to social citizenship 

(ibid.). Thus, in Zambia women’s access to social citizenship is more limited than men’s since 

their possibilities to education are on a lower level. In addition, the state is a producer of social- 

and power inequalities, such as gender inequality (Sharma & Gupta 2006, 13, 18). Demanding a 

Grade 12 certificate for electoral candidature can be a way to produce gender inequality by the 

state, since it hinders especially many women’s possibilities to stand as candidates in elections. 

 

On the other hand, one of the councillors became a politician because she had a Grade 12 

certificate, and there was a lack of candidates with the certificate. Therefore, the requirement can 

be an advantage for some women as well, although in general it favours men. 

 

I: I was not very active in politics but [then] the department brought the policy that 

[…] [you must have] a Grade 12 certificate. […] From where I come from, it’s a 

very remote area, there was no one. So, they just said “no, can you stand for us?” 

And when I went there definitely, when the elections came out, […] I won. 

  

In politics you must always co-operate with other people and this is not always easy. The 

interviewees talked about different people that make their political work more difficult. The 

government, the central committee, an MP, an area MP, and an officer were mentioned. Also, an 

ineffective council chairperson or council secretariat can be obstacles for the work of the 

councillors. If the political actors they work with, for instance officers, MPs, and chairpersons, 

are from another party than the councillor herself, it can also make the work harder.   
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I: The area member of parliament doesn’t even come to the ward to talk to the 

people, to address the people, projects are not being implemented. So it’s not me, 

I’ve done my part, I’ve submitted to her what the people want, but for her to take 

up those projects and make sure that they’re implemented, that is not happening.   

 

I: I would say the multi-party [collaboration] does exist and doesn’t exist. I know 

that indirectly some officers are supporting the other party. While us councillors 

are all from one party. […] They don’t want us to be seen like we have 

achieved. So, they only want to block some projects from being done so then the 

multi-party collaboration, yes it’s there. […] We have to get resources from the 

central government, so that collaboration, whether we like it or not, has to be there.  

 

I noticed this rather tense relationship between the opposition and ruling parties in the conference 

for female councillors as well. The event started with a dance and music performance and the 

national anthem of Zambia. After that, the microphone went around, and everyone introduced 

themselves. The idea was that the councillors would say who they are and from which district 

they come from. However, about half of the councillors told or even underlined their political 

party, although the speaker of the conference particularly requested them not to. The aim of the 

conference was to unite and empower female councillors, regardless of their political views. It 

seemed that many of the councillors saw their party affiliation as their central characteristic and 

that these councillors specifically wanted to underline the divisions between the different party 

groups. However, some of the councillors had the attitude the conference aimed at as after 

introducing themselves they repeated the motto of Zambia: One Zambia, One Nation. 

 

According to Sharma & Gupta (2006, 5, 27), states are artefacts formed by everyday practices 

and public representations. In the conference, singing the national anthem and repeating the motto 

of the country are examples of such representations. Repeating of these practices makes the state 

into an institution that exists across space and time (ibid. 13). 

 

Although there are difficulties in the co-operation of different parties in Zambia, many 

councillors, irrespective of their political party, feel that their voice is heard in decision-making 

processes. The councillors are consulted also by people from other parties.  

 

I: My voice is heard, because whatever has to be done, I must know about it and I 

must have a say about it. Nobody will come into my ward and pass a decision and 
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do something without my knowledge. So my voice is very important in my ward. So 

much of that even the people in the other parties will have to consult me before they 

can do anything in my ward.   

 

On the other hand, there were also interviewees who thought that councillors are not really 

appreciated, which can be seen for example in the small allowances. According to some 

councillors, decisions are mostly made in the central committees and in the parliament, so the 

councillors are not really involved in decision-making processes either. An interviewee said that 

the MPs see the councillors just as villagers and do not consider them as policymakers. Officially 

the MPs should be decision-makers at the national level, and the councillors accordingly on the 

local level (Zambia Country Profile 2017–18, 279–280). 

 

I: We have the central committee, they are the ones that make decisions. Even our 

MPs go to parliament for decision-making.   

KP: Okay and do they listen to you councillors?  

I: Not really. 

KP: Okay. Do you know why?  

I: Those people are just selfish. They are selfish because even when you look at the 

allowances that they give us, we are given 3000 [kwachas] every moth as an 

allowance, they said we are part-time, they cannot give us a salary. But for them 

they get a lot of money. 

 

Although there are councillors who think that they are not appreciated and cannot really take part 

in decision-making processes, there were also interviewees with opposite opinions. Some were 

of the opinion that the leverage of the councillors is not only limited to local level politics. An 

interviewee said that with the help of the MP it is possible to get her voice heard even at the 

national level. 

 

I: I also report to the member of parliament as I said because he is at the national 

level and sometimes he speaks on our behalf in parliament and things have worked 

out that way and at his level he meets with high level people who carry a lot of 

influence so that way I find, if I report, I even get to him our challenges, then 

sometimes he finds a good resolution for me or a good response for me so that at 

the end of the day the community benefits. 
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According to an interviewee, women are also involved in decision-making by the women’s wings 

on the national, provincial, district, and ward level.  

 

I: How are the decision-making processes in my political party? I can say it’s well 

balanced. Because women are also involved in the decision-making processes, we 

have a national women’s wing, we have a provincial women’s wing and even 

district and even ward level. 

 

As mentioned, Marshall (1987) divides citizenship in political, civil, and social citizenship. The 

political element includes the right to participate in the exercise of political power, for example 

as a member of a political institution such as the council (ibid.). This is fulfilled in the case of the 

councillors who say that their voice is heard in decision-making – their political citizenship is on 

a good level. The situation is different in the cases where the councillors feel that they cannot in 

reality participate in decision-making. 

 

Decision-making processes are not simple and sometimes two opinions can be equally popular. 

In cases where the voting result is even, there are many different ways to resolve the final result, 

according to the councillors. In decision-making processes people in significant positions include 

the council chairman and the mayor since in the event of a tie vote they can have the decisive 

vote.  

 

KP: In the voting if the result is 50% and 50% so what happens then?  

I: What happens is the mayor will vote now, yes. Cause when we vote as councillors 

the mayor doesn’t vote, so if there’s a tie 50-50, a mayor will vote and one thing 

that the mayor will vote for is the thing that will buy all of us as councillors.   

  

The final word in decision-making can also be left to chance.  

 

I: It’s supposed to be three quarters of the people [who support a proposal]. And if 

it’s a 50-50, then they’ll just choose one person at randomly who has the final say.   

  

The interviewee did not make it more precise how the process of random choosing works out. If 

the person is chosen by lot, it is fair for everyone, but if the decision of the person who has the 

final say is left for example to the council chairperson, she or he can have a lot of influence in 

the final say. Another way to make the final decision is by lobbying. 
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KP: What happens if the voting ends like 50% and 50%, so how can you then decide, 

which decision to make?  

I: We vote again, yes until we get the majority.  

KP: Okay so you think that like some person will change the opinion?  

I: Yes, we have to lobby now, yes for others to change [the opinion] so that we get 

the majority.   

 

In addition to knowing how to lobby, there are other skills as well that the interviewees find 

important in politics. For example, the talent of how to present one’s issues is useful in the 

political career, for instance in receiving attention in the council. 

 

I: At the council level there is no difference, we are all treated equally. But it’s at 

the level of how you appreciate issues and how you present your issues that will 

show whether you are receiving attention, or you are not receiving attention.  

 

To sum up, the resources that are available for the councillors in their work are significant for 

their possibilities to political participation and for taking part in decision-making. Financial 

resources in the form of getting allowances and the financial position of women in general play 

an important role since with less money it is more difficult to be a decision-maker. Becoming a 

candidate in the elections has a price and in practice the councillors have to pay for costs of their 

communities with their own money. In addition, there is corruption in politics. Moreover, the 

education level is a factor in the political participation, and in Zambia women are in general less 

educated than men. Being in the opposition party hinders political action as well. Additionally, 

there are other skills and capacities that have an effect on possibilities to political participation, 

for instance the talent of presenting issues and lobbying. 

 

Gender plays a role in many of these resources but not directly in all of them. However, it is 

important to include in the analysis other than gender related aspects as well in order to build a 

comprehensive description of the role of the councillors and of the women councillors’ 

possibilities to participate in decision-making. In the conclusion I answer to the main research 

question by help of the two subquestions that were addressed in this analysis. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

On the grounds of the interviews of the Zambian female councillors I found that attitudes and 

resources are the most central aspects concerning women’s possibilities for political participation. 

The attitudes towards women’s political participation in Zambia are becoming more approving 

and partly even very supporting. On the other hand, negative attitudes towards women’s political 

participation still remain in the Zambian society and there are still people who think that politics 

is only for men. 

 

The interviewees had experienced negative attitudes towards their political career because of their 

gender. The idea of traditional roles in which women take care of the home, and men work in the 

public sphere is still prevalent in Zambia, which is why many people still think that women are 

not suited for being politicians. On the other hand, some of the interviewees told that they were 

supported precisely because they are women. They had heard that people want to vote for a 

woman and also political parties were mentioned to be supportive for women’s political 

participation. Thus, a change in the attitudes towards women’s political participation is 

discernible in Zambia. 

 

In terms of resources, especially financial resources affect women’s political participation. Before 

the 2016 elections the Electoral Commission of Zambia increased the fee for the candidacy in the 

elections. Additionally, in practice the councillors have to pay for costs of their communities with 

their own money. In average, women are financially disadvantaged compared to men in Zambia. 

Therefore, in general, the raising of the candidacy fees affects more women than men. Since 

money is significant in many ways concerning the possibilities to be a politician, women have in 

general fewer opportunities to pursue this career. Additionally, women are not always paid the 

allowances they should get for their work as councillors. According to the data, men always get 

their allowances. This hinders women’s political careers until they start getting their appropriate 

allowances. If you do not get the allowances you are supposed to get, it is even more difficult to 

pay for the costs of the communities with your own resources, which in practice is a task for 

councillors in Zambia.  

 

Education is another essential resource for politicians since a Grade 12 certificate that proves that 

you have studied for 12 years became obligatory for electoral candidates before the 2016 elections. 
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Women in general have a lower level of education compared to men in Zambia which is why the 

demand of a Grade 12 certificate affects women’s possibilities to become politicians more. 

 

Thus, gender is a very significant factor in Zambian politics. The significance can be both 

negative and positive, but the interviewees found that gender plays a role in different phases in 

the life of politicians. The significance is more notable in the beginning of the political career of 

women. Many of the interviewees told that in the beginning for instance their families did not 

support their decision to become politicians but later on their families changed their opinions and 

became supportive. Some of the interviewees also talked about being a female politician role 

model for future generations. In the long run, if the number of women in politics grows and if the 

attitudes keep on changing towards a more supportive direction for women’s political 

participation, it can be easier for future generations of women to become politicians. 

 

According to the interviewees, in terms of voting decisions, some people want to vote for a 

woman, but some people want to vote for a man. Therefore, gender plays a role in this too, 

although it can be in favour of either men or women. On the other hand, once you get adopted as 

a councillor, gender is not that significant anymore. The interviewees told that in decision-making 

processes the voice of a female politician is as important as the voice of a male politician. 

 

In the interviews in most of the questions I did not mention gender at all. The interviewees 

included gender in their answers without asking, so gender is a central factor in their political 

lives since they talked about it even without specially asking about it. At the end of the interviews 

I asked some gender related questions too, but before this I had let the interviewees talk about 

their political participation without giving special attention to the gender aspect in the questions. 

On the other hand, the interviewees knew that the interviews were for the baseline study of the 

programme of ZNWL and Demo Finland “Empowering Women for Effective Participation in 

Politics”, so this might have influenced how much they spoke about gender related issues. 

 

At the same time, many of the interviewees told that they themselves have no problems in politics 

because of their gender but that they can see and notice the problems that other female politicians 

face and the obstacles in the society in general. They felt that they were supported as female 

politicians, but they said that all female politicians are not supported. No one of the interviewees 

said that other women would be more supported than the interviewee herself. One possible 

explanation for this is that it might be easier to talk about problems on a general level than from 

a personal perspective. In addition, many of the interviews took place in a conference for female 
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councillors with the theme of women empowering, and this can have affected the way the 

interviewees talked about their political careers. Even though the interviews were anonymous, it 

can be difficult for politicians to talk about their own challenges, if they usually highlight their 

achievements instead of the challenges.  

 

The theoretical concepts of this thesis are state, citizenship, and gender. The state as a theoretical 

concept was useful in building the context for the possibilities for political participation. The state 

also defines where I study the topic, namely within the state of Zambia. According to Sharma 

and Gupta (2006, 13, 18), the state is a producer of social and power inequalities such as gender 

inequality. Within this thesis’ theory of the state, the claim of Sharma and Gupta (ibid.) is central 

from the perspective of the research question. The state is one factor in determining the 

significance of gender in politics. Before the 2016 elections a new requirement was introduced 

in Zambia requiring all candidates in the elections to have a Grade 12 certificate, even at the 

councillor level. The candidacy nomination fees rose too. Both these reforms hinder women’s 

possibilities to stand as candidates since many women lack a Grade 12 certificate and women’s 

financial resources are in general lower than men’s. (EU Election Observation Mission – Zambia 

2016, 18.) These reforms can be understood as a state’s indirect way to produce gender inequality 

since they weaken especially women’s possibilities to become electoral candidates.  

 

The point of citizenship as a theoretical concept in this thesis was to help in exploring the actual 

political membership of Zambian female councillors, since the actual political membership in a 

specific context is what the anthropological theories of citizenship focus on (Lazar 2013, 2). For 

example, the commonly used malicious language about female politicians and the weak economic 

situation of many women in Zambia hinder women’s possibilities for political participation and 

hence weaken their substantive citizenship. 

 

Gender in turn is the main theme of this thesis which is why including gender theory was 

important. Women’s subordination has been explained with the domestic-public division where 

the domestic is women’s area and men work in the public area (Moore 1989, 21–22). This 

argument came up repeatedly in the data, both in the interviews and in the ethnographical findings, 

and it is one of the most central components of the theory of gender in this thesis. 

 

The findings of this thesis attest the results of previous research. Both the hindering and enabling 

factors for women’s political participation were consistent with earlier studies. Also a change in 

the attitudes towards women’s political participation in Zambia was central in the interviews of 



61 

  

 

this thesis and in previous similar studies. For example, Evans (2016) did her fieldwork in 2010–

2011 in Zambia and according to her research, a change in the attitudes towards women’s political 

participation was happening already then. Reasons for this include that gendered stereotypes and 

the gender-based division of work were weakening. (Ibid.) I did my fieldwork in 2018 and the 

interviewees still talked about this change and the same reasons for it. However, there are still 

challenges in people’s attitudes towards women’s political participation. This indicates that a 

change in people’s way of thinking is a slow process and that it is important to study this topic in 

the future too. 

 

Now I will examine the challenges female politicians are facing that could be found in this thesis 

and also in other research. According to Evans (2016), the major challenges for Zambian women 

politicians are gender stereotypes, attitudes, and cultural norms. These were mentioned as the 

major hindrances for women’s political participation in the interviews of this thesis as well. Both 

in Evans’ (ibid.) research and in the interviews of this thesis it was said that in Zambia there are 

people who think politics is a career for men which affects the attitudes towards women’s political 

participation. 

 

According to Moser and Scheiner (2012, 210), the socioeconomic status of women affects 

women’s possibilities to get elected. The study in question examined women in politics in general, 

without particular focus on Zambia. However, the socioeconomic status of women was central 

also in the Zambian context based on the outcomes of this thesis. Women’s lack of financial 

resources was repeatedly mentioned in the interviews as a hindrance for women’s political 

participation. According to Evans (2016), work outside the home, in addition to increasing 

Zambian women’s resources, can improve their self-esteem. These are factors that improve 

women’s competitiveness in politics in Zambia. (Ibid.) The interviewees of this thesis also talked 

about the importance of confidence and highlighted their inalienability in achieving their goals 

in politics.  

 

The education level of women as a hindrance for women’s political participation in Zambia was 

another central theme that conjoins the findings of this thesis with other studies. For example, the 

Freedom in the World 2019 survey by Freedom House and the report made by the EU in 2016 

(EU Election Observation Mission – Zambia 2016, 18) are in accordance with this thesis. The 

shared claim is that the demand of 12 years of studies required to become a councillor hinders 

especially Zambian women’s possibilities for political participation since in Zambia women in 

general have a lower level of education than men. 
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Also, the findings of this thesis concerning the enabling circumstances for women’s political 

participation were consistent with other studies. According to Moser and Scheiner (2012), on a 

general level, not only in Zambia, the strength of women’s movements and gender quotas affect 

women’s possibilities to get elected (Moser & Scheiner 2012, 210). Consistently with this, the 

interviewees of this thesis talked about the help and support they had got from ZNWL for their 

political career and about the gender quotas that political parties have as positive factors for 

women’s political participation in Zambia. Also Evans (2016) confirms that different associations 

have enabled Zambian women the possibility to learn about politics and to organise collectively. 

ZNWL and Demo Finland are examples of associations that work for empowering women 

through these means. 

 

According to Goldring and Wahman (2016), the complex interview processes through which the 

PF and the UPND chose their candidates in advance of the 2016 elections had a negative impact 

on women’s possibilities to get elected. The reason is that even if women would have been elected 

at the lower levels, it was less likely at the highest level. (Ibid.) The interviewees of this thesis 

also talked about the different levels in the processes of electing candidates, but from a different 

perspective. According to the interviewees, corruption appears to be a problem in this multi-level 

selection process. People at the different levels wanted the candidates to give them money in 

order to reach the next level in the interview process. Women have less money to give and 

additionally the interviewees said that they do not want to be involved in corrupt practices. 

Freedom in the World 2019 report also states that there is corruption in Zambia and that court 

decisions concerning corruption cases can be politically motivated. 

 

An important discovery in the interviews was that the interviewees said that a hindrance for 

women’s political participation is that women do not want to take part in politics. This crystallizes 

the significance of gender in Zambian politics. Why do they not want to take part in politics? 

There are numerous reasons for this. Women can fear that they will not be supported in politics 

because of their gender. Many people do not want to have a woman as their leader. People use 

derogatory language of female politicians. Many women feel that they have to use their money 

on taking care of their families instead of for example candidature fees. There are also difficulties 

in moving ahead as a woman in a politician’s career. 

 

Some people argue that it is acceptable that there are significantly fewer women in politics since 

women do not want to be there. But if the starting point for women’s political career is worse 

than men’s, it is no wonder that fewer women want to be active political actors. It is important to 
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pay attention and work for improving the circumstances towards a direction where more women 

would become interested in politics. Of course, not all women have to be interested in the career 

of a politician, but it is important to enable women to choose it for themselves, and to build a 

society where gender does not exclude any possibilities from anyone.  

 

This study revealed that change is happening in attitudes towards women’s political participation. 

On the other hand, there are elements that work in the opposite direction, such as the demand that 

came into effect before the 2016 elections that all the councillors must have a Grade 12 certificate. 

This requirement on the contrary shows a negative attitude towards women’s political 

participation since it gives fewer women the possibility to become electoral candidates as 

women’s average level of education is lower than men’s. The same concerns the raising of 

candidacy fees before the same elections since women in general have fewer financial resources 

than men. Therefore, although attitudes towards women’s political participation are becoming 

more positive, also contradictory signs can be found in Zambia. 

 

This thesis was made from the perspective of women, as all the interviewees were women. This 

was the plan right from the beginning. Someone could wonder why I did not interview men at all. 

Previous research shows that men are in a privileged position in Zambian politics and the 

percentages of female politicians in Zambia show that women are clearly under-represented in 

politics. Therefore, it is important to study gender from a female perspective and to give space to 

women’s own experiences. Interviewing male councillors would probably have given a different 

answer to the question “What is the significance of gender in Zambian politics?”. The same 

question could be studied from men’s perspective too but this research covered women’s own 

experiences of their possibilities to political participation. Men have over the time been the ones 

with more political power and on this basis there is a particular need for studying politics from 

women’s perspective. The aim of this study was also to find out means to improve gender equality, 

and women’s experiences are significant in this. 

 

A similar research with this thesis will be conducted at the end of the programme of ZNWL and 

Demo Finland “Empowering Women for Effective Participation in Politics”, which ends in 2021. 

Then the results of that research will be compared with the outcome of this study. The idea is that 

the programme, as its name states, empowers female politicians in Zambia, and this study 

contributes to following the progress. The outcome of this study can also be used for 

dissemination of information: it reveals what to focus on in improving women’s possibilities for 

political participation and in promoting gender equality. As long as women are underrepresented 
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in politics, there is a need to work towards improving women’s possibilities for political 

participation. 

 

There are certain things that may weaken the reliability of the outcome of this study. The 

interviewees might have said what they want Demo Finland or ZNWL to know or what they think 

they want to hear. Most of the interviews were anonymous and everyone at least had the 

possibility for anonymity. In any case, one of the interviewees said that she thinks it might be 

possible to recognise her from the interview, which seemed to bother her. Nevertheless, she 

wanted to participate in the research. This kind of thoughts might have affected what the 

interviewees talked about. However, most of the interviewees seemed happy about being able to 

tell their experiences. Eventually, I did not number the interviews in order to minimize the 

possibilities to recognise the interviewees, so the different quotes of each interviewee cannot be 

connected with each other. 

 

The eleven interviews offered extensive knowledge of the topic “Gender in Zambian Politics”. 

The interviewees were from different districts in Zambia, which is important in a research that 

studies the topic within the whole country. Since all the interviewees were engaged in the 

programme of ZNWL and Demo Finland “Empowering Women for Effective Participation in 

Politics”, they might have been more conscious about gender issues than Zambian female 

councillors in general. However, I interviewed them in the initial stages of the programme, so the 

programme had not had time to make a major contribution. The project presumably 

simultaneously empowers women and makes them more conscious about grievances concerning 

gender equality. Therefore, the selection of the interviewees might have affected the outcome of 

this research. In any case, this thesis reveals key aspects of gender in Zambian politics, although 

the outcome may have been slightly different with other interviewees. 

 

The background of the researcher affects the research process. For example, in the ethnographic 

findings, my preconceived ideas unconsciously affected what I paid attention to, especially since 

this was the first time that I conducted ethnography and therefore was not an experienced observer. 

In addition, the sixteen days that I spent in Zambia was quite a short time for ethnography. On 

the other hand, the ethnographical findings are supportive material for the interviews, which are 

the main data. I already had experience of interviewing due to my bachelor’s thesis. However, I 

was satisfied with the data I managed to collect, and it was suitable for answering the research 

question of this thesis.  
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A recommendation for further research would be to conduct this kind of a study at the 

parliamentary level in Zambia. Do female MPs face similar challenges as female councillors? Do 

they likewise find their gender also as an advantage in politics? Do they feel that change is 

happening in attitudes towards women’s political participation? What would the differences 

between MPs’ and councillors’ feelings be? Could the two different political levels learn 

something from each other in order to enhance women’s political participation? The percentage 

of women at the parliamentary level is higher than at the local level. Why is this the case? In 2018 

the numbers were 18.8% and 9% respectively (Ministry of Gender-Zambia 2018, 1; National 

Assembly of Zambia 2018). 

 

A very illustrative field for conducting ethnographic research on this topic would be to observe 

the situations where decisions are made. Ethnographic research from party and council meetings 

could reveal something new about the decision-making processes. Additionally, observing 

elections as well as the election process of candidates before elections would be other fruitful 

moments for studying this topic in the future. 

 

Finally, despite the challenges, what mostly stuck in my mind about the councillors was that they 

are fighters who will not give up in the work for women’s possibilities for political participation. 

With this attitude and their persistence, the situation of Zambian women in politics has a good 

starting point to continue on the way towards gender equality.  
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Appendix 

Questions for the interviews 

 

• For how long have you been a member of your political party? 

• For how long have you been a councillor? 

• How old are you? 

• How big is your municipality? 

• What were the reasons why you initially wanted to take part in politics? 

• How was the beginning of your political career? 

• What do you find interesting in taking part in politics? 

• What is the best part of your job as a councillor? 

• What is the worst part of your job as a councillor? 

• What are the elements that might be obstacles in your political work 

o A) in your political party? 

o B) in the council? 

• Have you ever thought about quitting the job as a councillor? Why? 

• If you could change something in the councillor’s job, what would it be? 

• How are the decision-making processes in your political party? 

o To whom do you report what you do? 

o From whom do you get instructions? 

o From whom do you get feedback? 

o Who makes the decisions and who has the final word in the decision-making? 

o Do you feel that your political party supports your proposals? 

• Do you feel that your voice is heard in the decision-making processes? 

• How would you describe the multiparty collaboration in the local council? 
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• If you have another job, how is it to combine it with the job of a councillor? 

• Are all the councillors equal in your council? 

• Is the job of a female councillor somehow different than the job of a male councillor? 

How? 

• Do all the councillors in your council get allowances? Has there been discussion about 

that? 

• Globally it is more difficult to be a female politician than a male politician. Can you 

somehow notice it in the Zambian society? 

• Is there something else that you would like to say? 

 

 


